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BREAK EVERY CHAIN:  
UNLEASHING THE CULTURAL PEDAGOGY OF BLACK GOSPEL SINGING 
 
Darryl Andre Jordan 
 
Gospel singing is a musically sophisticated and culturally influential vocal performance 
style. Yet, its pedagogy is often expressed through the lens of formal/classical training or a 
Contemporary Commercial Music (CCM) umbrella for all non-classical styles. This is 
problematic because classical training does not produce gospel singing, and most CCM styles are 
derivatives of the black vernacular singing practices that are foundational to gospel music. It 
follows that Gospel singing should be foundational to the study of CCM styles. However, in the 
absence of formal vocal training, little is known about how gospel singers actually develop and 
maintain healthy gospel singing voices. The purpose of this study is to explore with 12 
professional gospel singers, their perceptions of how they have developed and maintain a vibrant 
and successful gospel singing voice and what role, if any, formal voice training played in that 
development. The exploration revealed that professional gospel singers are often not only 
formally trained, but gospel is a key part of their formal training. Their gospel upbringing taught 
them key cultural practices that both align with and expand the conversation around traditional, 
CCM, and the growing Gospel voice pedagogy.  Their stories offer a different perspective about 
how gospel singers learn and how they should be taught. 
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Background and Context 
 
Gospel singing is often chained by the Eurocentric interpretations of traditional voice 
pedagogy and restrained by the Contemporary Commercial Music (C.C.M.) umbrella term used 
for vocal styles of which it is largely a forerunner (Boyer, 1995; Darden, 2004; Dodge, 2013; 
Floyd, 1991; Graham, 2018; Heilbut, 1971; Reagon, 2001). Gospel singing is an African-derived 
folk art that rose out of the oppression and enslavement of Africans in the American South 
(Darden, 2004; Williams-Jones, 1975). It eventually came of age during the post-Reconstruction 
migration of African Americans out of the south during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries in search of both legal and geographic freedom (Darden, 2004; Kemp, 2019; Marovich, 
2015). The song they carried with them was forged by the literal beating down of their culture 
and heritage in a strange and new land (Darden, 2004). The message their song began to carry 
through this turmoil was a revolutionary religious response to the hypocritical religious message 
of their oppressors (Cone, 1991; Johnson, 1925). Both the message and the elements of this song 
are with, within, and without this American soil and yet preserved through the oral tradition of a 
people whose voices were silenced and stolen (Darden, 2004). Any study in gospel singing is an 
opportunity to replace that voice and give it space to ring out the louder. The opportunity to 
codify the elements of this oral transmission is akin to piecing together the people, places, and 
tracks of the Underground Railroad with tatters, crawl spaces, manumissions, and shackles left 
behind. It is an endeavor to, like the title of the Will Reagon composed song that gave gospel 






Vocal Pedagogy generally falls into two camps, traditional (classical/Italianate) and 
Contemporary Commercial Music which usually includes Gospel. Yet, Gospel singing style and 
its progenitors have influenced just about every style listed under the umbrella of Contemporary 
Commercial Music. Blues, jazz, rhythm and blues, as well as some aspects of musical theater 
find roots in Gospel or its forerunner, the folk Spiritual (Gates, 2021; Graham, 2018; Robinson-
Martin, 2009; Smith-Vaughn, 2007; Sataloff, 2006). Traditional vocal pedagogy is unabashedly 
founded in the Italianate School of the 18th Century from which most classical singing style is 
derived (Miller, 2006). Voice science, while attempting to standardize and objectify the 
subjective imagery often used in voice teaching (Rooney, 2014), tends to still support the 
historically positive perceptions of the health benefits of Classical singing and traditional 
pedagogy.  This further perpetuates the entrenchment of its pedagogical approach in countless 
schools of singing, choirs, and private studios across America. Even terms like “traditional”, 
“formal”, “healthy” and even “classical,” often used to describe this school of singing pedagogy, 
perpetuate the inherent paternalism of classical singing style over and against African American 
and other folk traditions. 
In the same way that “Brush arbor” became the African slave’s revolutionary escape 
from the bondage-promoting plantation Christianity they were fed, so folk spirituals and work 
songs and its offspring Gospel singing style were the African American escape from Eurocentric 
interpolations of singing style and pedagogy (Cone, 1991; LoVetri, 2013; Boyer, 1995; 
Middleton, 2000). 
This tension is not a new one, for even at Fisk University, birthplace of the famed Fisk 
Jubilee Singers, and ground zero for the first widespread exposure of African American cultural 






Robinson, had “a passion for classical music and Negro education, but without the slightest 
interest in African American folk music (Abbott & Seroff, 2003).” Even her contemporary 
Antonin Dvorak knew this was to her and many white-Americans’ detriment (Dvorak American 
Heritage Association, n.d.).  Her “commitment to “simplicity of style, having as its object the 
expression of the real thought and feeling of the music free from affectation and unnatural 
effect” (Abbott & Seroff, 2003) has furthered the legacy of assimilating the vocal style of the 
“primitive” “inferior”, “informal,” and “unnatural” African American for over one and half 
century (Middleton, 2000). 
Contemporary Commercial Music (CCM), attempting to celebrate style diversity, has 
actually assimilated gospel under an umbrella term for all styles of singing outside of classical 
voice (LoVetri, 2002; 2013). These CCM styles champion vocalism that is largely derived from 
early American folk styles like blues and jazz (LoVetri, 2013). Yet, these genres are founded in 
the African American cultural singing that gave rise to them in the south and later urban centers 
around the country (Boyer, 1995; Gates, 2021; Darden, 2004). Gates describes it thus: 
The church (Black Church) also bred distinct forms of expression, maybe most obviously 
its own forms of music. Black sacred music, commencing with the sacred songs the enslaved 
created and blossoming into the spirituals (which W.E.B. Du Bois aptly dubbed the “Sorrow 
Songs”), Black versions of Protestant hymns, gospel music, and freedom songs, emerging from 
within the depths of Black belief and molded in repetitions and variations in weekly choir 
practice and Sunday worship services, would eventually captivate a broad nonsectarian audience 
and influence almost every genre of twentieth century popular music. The blues, jazz, rock and 
roll, soul, and R&B, folk, rock, and even hip-hop bear the imprint of Black sacred music (p. 5). 
 Blues and jazz and by extension most American music styles sprout from the African-
derived styles of early slaves in America including spirituals, work songs, and black gospel 
singing. Boyer (1995) writes: 
All African American folk music is drawn from the same wellspring of musical 






most cases the same way. Because they come from the same wellspring, they are sisters 
and brothers under the beat. (p. ) 
 
Though these cultural elements have largely influenced those of CCM, the pedagogy of spirituals 
and gospel singing remain largely silent and absent from our academic institutions and research 
in comparison to Jazz. The African American legacy in jazz has also had its struggles to be 
honored (Fraser, 1983). Rather than being a foundational style of CCM, it is simply one of many 
styles othered against a classical/traditional backdrop. 
Voice science, seeking to standardize vocal pedagogy and champion vocal health rooted 
in the anatomy and physiology of the voice, promotes voice practices that are often not 
celebrated in gospel music, while more culturally appropriate choices are often considered 
unhealthy or dangerous in traditional voice pedagogy (Abbott & Seroff, 2013; Heilbut, 1971; 
Robinson-Martin, 2009; Sellers, 2009; Smith-Vaughn, 2007). Vocal health may be a benefit, but 
not necessarily a goal of singing art while other benefits may exist for other cultures over against 
European classical style (LoVetri, 2013). 
Gospel singing is a cultural artifact of Africa from which slaves were stripped that 
continued tradition in the Americas in various streams (Darden, 2004; Gates, 2021). Americans, 
newly charting their own freedom path after escaping the slavery, reconstruction, and Jim Crow 
of the south, found new self-expression in the northern cities like Chicago. They brought the 
singing that would characterize black gospel music with them in their knapsacks from the 
oppressive South that both necessitated and forged this sound. Marovich (2015) put it this way: 
Communal worship, with its emotional music, preaching, rhythm, singing, and dancing, 
originated in West African sacred and secular traditions. Black gospel music in particular 
retained African-derived aesthetic markers including falsetto, religious dance and 
shouting, improvisation, repetition, hand clapping and foot patting, dynamic rhythms, 
communal participation, antiphonal response (call and response), and oral transmission of 







Nevertheless, it is not known how many professional gospel singers pursued formal voice 
training nor whether that training is actually necessary for gospel singing success (Abott & 
Seroff, 2013; Darden, 2004; Robinson-Martin, 2009; Sellers, 2009). Formal training can even 
inflict loss of authenticity upon the gospel sound even while offering vocal health benefits 
(Sellers, 2009). Even with gospel’s long history of performance and pedagogy and widespread 
appeal, significant research has been done on gospel as a cultural artifact without attention to 
how this culture is actually passed on (Boyer, 1978; Burnim, 1980; Heilbut,1997; Robinson-
Martin, 2009; Sellers, 2009; Williams-Jones, 1975; Wise, 2000).  
Four major writers have attempted to outline a pedagogy of gospel singing. Two were 
concerned with the gospel choir (Arthur, 2004; Turner, 2009), while two were concerned with 
the solo voice (Sellers, 2009; Robinson-Martin, 2010). Another, Dixon (1992) serves as a bridge 
between the well-documented research into gospel music history and gospel singing pedagogy. 
They take pains to describe the gospel art through the lens and language of traditional voice 
pedagogy while trying to honor its own artistic and technical worth in the field of voice 
pedagogy. 
Problem 
Gospel singing is a musically sophisticated and culturally influential vocal performance 
style. More than just one of many styles under the CCM umbrella, its stylistic conventions have 
given rise to many of the other styles listed therein. Yet, little has been written about its 
pedagogy beyond applying traditional and/or CCM style training to the conventions of gospel 
singing style. However, in the absence of formal vocal training, little is known about how gospel 






warranted to shed light on the developmental and conservation practices of gospel singers in 




The purpose of this study is to explore with 10-15 professional gospel singers, their 
perceptions of how they have developed and maintain a vibrant and successful gospel singing 
voice and what role, if any, formal voice training played in that development. In order to get at a 
description of these experiences, the following research questions will guide the exploration: 
Research Questions 
1. How do gospel singers describe their experience in learning to sing gospel music? 
2. How do gospel singers feel about the role of classical/formal training in becoming a 
gospel recording artist? 
 
3. How do gospel singers characterize a healthy gospel singing voice? 
4. What activities do gospel singers engage in to maintain a vibrant singing voice? 








The conceptual framework in Figure 1 is designed to show the swirling relationship gospel music 
has upon the professional gospel singer. Constantly negotiating culturally based developmental 
practices in gospel singing with varying roles of formal training in Classical voice and CCM 
training by non-gospel trained teachers, professional singers learn to “manage the vortex”, and 
develop a concept of the healthy gospel voice and tools for maintaining their gospel singing 
careers. The whole professional gospel singer is capable of exhibiting the “emotional 
communication, cultural aesthetics, vocal technique, and singer’s expression” outlined by 
Robinson-Martin (2015; 2017). This expression is an outgrowth of the Gospel vocalism outlined 
by Sellers (2009) which derive from the Africanisms highlighted by Williams-Jones (1975).   
Approach 
In order to answer these questions, this will be a qualitative study including interviews of 
10-15 professional gospel singers about their development in gospel singing. As many of these 
experiences are rooted in upbringing, many descriptions of this development may extend or defy 






singers who have had an influence and impact on many different sub styles of gospel music. In-
depth semi-structured interviews and collective case-study will be the primary method of data 
collection. Triangulation will be achieved through the following other sources of data collection: 
representative biography of the developmental and pedagogical statements and tools in literature 
on pioneers of gospel; two pilot studies in survey of gospel singers about their general voice 
health and the nature of their voice learning experiences; and observations of video sources of 







This study will illuminate the aspects of gospel artistry that are important to professional 
gospel singers and how they got that way. It will help both pedagogues and singers to determine 
what combination of experience and knowledge leads toward success and longevity in gospel 
music. Researchers can begin to determine how much the pedagogical experience of gospel 
singers is typical and consequently be able to better describe the way gospel singing is actually 
trained. There may even be more clarity about how to codify this experience within a degree 
program. It will also illuminate aspects that do not work or common pitfalls that can be avoided 
through proper training for gospel voice. It can also give a better description of “the anointing” 
as a necessary component in gospel singing (Turner, 2009; Sellers, 2009; Robinson-Martin, 
2010). It will rightly disentangle gospel voice learning from Eurocentric interpretations of its 







There are clear underlying assumptions about this work. Most prominent among them is 
the assumption that gospel singing can be taught as opposed to caught. Because of its cultural 
and religious underpinnings, gospel music has long been seen as a music that can only be learned 
in an African American religious and cultural context (Robinson-Martin, 2010; 2017; Sellers, 
2009). While this is largely true, Jazz was also once thought of the same way, yet there have 
been great strides in learning to foster Jazz training for the masses (Fraser, 1983). The second 
assumption, that gospel singing should even be taught, follows closely behind the first. It 
assumes that there are scores of singers, culturally similar and dissimilar, trying to learn to sing 
gospel music. It assumes, like Robinson-Martin (2017; 2020) that the underlying benefits of 
gospel singing training will help singers learn to pursue other contemporary commercial music 
styles more authentically. It assumes that teaching gospel singing can positively affect the 
training of many young singers, and that traditional voice pedagogy is inadequate in its 
interpretation of gospel singing style (Robinson-Martin, 2020). It also assumes that current 
professional gospel singers will even remember their gospel upbringing and learning practices 
and that those practices can be generalized to describe a cultural or vernacular pedagogy of 
gospel singing (Caswell & Smith, 2000; Keyes, 2009; Robinson-Martin, 2020).  
Rationale 
The overarching rationale of this study is to explore gospel pedagogy with actual gospel 
singers. While research has been done with practitioners before, this is not a curriculum project. 
Rather, it is an ethnographic exploration of the pedagogical experiences of gospel singers in 
learning to sing gospel music. Gospel singing workshops have been held for many years from the 
National Convention of Gospel Choirs and Choruses, Hampton University Ministers Conference, 






“African American church” is still the built-in cultural and pedagogical engine for gospel singing 
development, preservation, and composition (Robinson-Martin, 2017). Yet, deep description of 
the development of these practices in gospel musicians are not widely known, nor shared. 
A Narrative: For the Love of Gospel 
I love gospel music. When other kids flocked to Hip-Hop and R&B concerts, I reveled in 
watching the 75-member gospel choir at our church sing every Sunday. I became engrossed in 
the repertoire of Hezekiah Walker, Kirk Franklin, Donald Lawrence, Fred Hammond, the Clark 
Sisters, James Hall Worship & Praise, Mississippi Mass Choir, Walter Hawkins, and even James 
Cleveland, to name a few. I loved its beat, its chord structures, the instrumentation, and the 
power of the choir sound. Yet, my greatest interest was in the different soloists who led the songs 
with such conviction and power. I would try to sing along with them and at home. At church, 
many of the soloists in our church choir were my family or mentors that helped raise me, so both 
my understanding of family and faith emanated from the sound of that gospel choir. This was 
only heightened when my brother (seven years my senior) joined the youth choir and I saw 
young people singing this same music with great conviction. By the time I joined the youth choir 
at the age of 11, gospel music was firmly placed at the center of my culture, faith, heritage, and 
creativity. 
When I was young, I had a lot of natural singing ability that was nurtured by my school 
music teachers. A discriminate ear helped me to sing in tune, retain melody and harmony, and 
maintain my part in an ensemble. This was further developed in my church youth choir as I 
emerged a very young leader among a group that ranged from 11 to 18 years of age. This 
leadership afforded an invitation to a select touring youth choir that would include the top 






and developed as a visual arts prodigy from the age of 3, this appointment would change the 
entire course of my life. Upon joining the choir, I toured for six years with them as a Tenor 
section leader, soloist, and eventually 13-year-old Assistant Director. The joy of the message, the 
fellowship of friends and family singing together, and the excitement of touring the country left 
indelible marks on my childhood and musical development. Because of gospel music and 
specifically this youth choir, I switched from visual arts to pursue voice and music and became a 
music educator. 
However, my choice was not without its challenges. I must have been about 13 or 14 
when I noticed a measure of dizziness and pain after singing my part in the gospel choir. As both 
a choir member and soloist, I used my voice a lot. I chalked it up to overuse or some unknown 
voice abuse. Struggles surfaced again during a dramatic voice change between the ages of 15 and 
16. The notes were difficult to sing, and I had to rearrange many of my solos to make it easier. 
The director of the touring choir was a 22-year-old classically trained mezzo soprano that had 
only begun classical training after years of gospel singing training in her own youth choir under 
the direction of her non-classically trained mother. My high school choir director was a non-
singing saxophonist son of a well-known choral director in Baltimore. Needless to say, I didn’t 
really gain much from their vocal pointers at that point, so I chalked those struggles up to 
puberty and voice change. Finally, as a 17-year-old preparing for college auditions, I noticed that 
I had considerable discomfort singing the standard classical and musical theater audition 
repertoire any higher than middle C without needing to shift to head voice. The touring gospel 
choir director, now a 25-year-old full-time music educator, had grown in her knowledge and 
began training me privately for college auditions. While I received admission to selective music 






I needed to train in college and beyond. My natural tendency to employ tensive behaviors to belt 
very high notes as a gospel tenor were at odds with my proper training as a classical baritone. 
While my training definitely made my voice better as a classical singer and helped my 
lower gospel voice, I still struggled in the upper ranges. Was my training really teaching me the 
proper way to sing? Was gospel music simply an unhealthy way of singing? Were my Caucasian 
voice teachers pulling me further and further away from the singing sound of my culture? Was 
my touring gospel choir teacher so at odds with giving me pointers for gospel singing because 
her own classical training did not prepare her to sing gospel? Would I just need to eschew my 
training when I sang gospel music? While I got better at switching between the two, the dilemma 
was never fully resolved. 
Fast forward 13 years after college graduation, and I returned to voice lessons with my 
mentor, an African American classically trained bass singer with considerable success as a 
classical singer and long-time minister of music in a gospel-singing African American church. 
He was my first African American voice teacher, and he was equally comfortable singing both 
gospel and classical and seemed to think there was little difference between singing the high 
notes of my gospel voice and those of my classical voice. He trained me as a singer and sought to 
tone down the tensive behaviors I exhibited in my upper range, surprisingly in both styles. The 
work afforded a freedom and comfort with my voice, I had yet to experience. I felt I could finally 
sing both gospel and classical with ease. Yet was it classical training or proper gospel training 
that had made it easier? 
I have taught a diverse group of middle and high school singers in public school for over 
20 years, and gospel music was deeply entrenched in our yearly repertoire or the focus of 






invited to teach voice at a small urban Christian college. Many of the students had come from 
gospel singing backgrounds with some classical choral voice training. I was tasked with teaching 
Applied and Improvisational Voice a new Vocal Jazz Ensemble and starting a touring Gospel 
Choir. Supported by a team of colleagues and working with many students who had already 
achieved a measure of fame in the gospel music industry, it seemed surprising that we did not 
have a major in gospel music. In conversation with the dean and faculty, I was asked to help 
develop a gospel major. Like anyone else, I took the basic requirements of a classical music 
major and expanded and contracted it to become my suggestion for a course of study. Upon 
submitting all of our materials, we realized a growing debate about what should or should not be 
included in this major. Should they take all four semesters of theory? Should they take jazz 
studies? Should they take the full battery of theology courses required by the college? Should 
they have an internship at a church? Should they take classical voice at all? These questions 
swirled as we tried to develop a curriculum. To our surprise, we found out that our approval was 
not only the first of its kind in the state, but one of the first in the country. An earlier version of 
this degree, A Bachelor of Music in Ethnic Studies with a gospel music track was begun in 1984 
at the University of the District of Columbia spearheaded by gospel and jazz great and scholar 
Dr. Pearl Williams-Jones. Additionally, Chicago State University also boasts a Bachelor of Arts 
with gospel concentration. It would seem that surely other Christian schools or a historically 
black college and university had reached this milestone first, but this was not the case. The 
ensuing press and publicity brought many new faces to the college, but still leaves the lasting 
debate about what should really be included in a program of study in gospel music performance 







Throughout research, a number of terms will be used including ethno-pedagogy, cultural 
pedagogy, vernacular, gospel, professional gospel singer, and formal training. The term ethno-
pedagogy was coined by Henry Burger (1968) out of the field of applied cultural anthropology. 
In it, Burger (1968) advocates for an “ethno-pedagogy” or the “activity of teaching across 
cultures.” This is a precursor to the more recent field of “culturally responsive teaching” 
espoused by Ladson-Billings (1994) as a pedagogy that keep students’ cultural backgrounds 
forefront in planning and instruction. This discussion of cross-cultural teaching is problematic 
because of the underlying power dynamics in an industrial country where “Anglo” teaches 
“ethnic minority”, and they are in turn expected to inevitably “imitate the dominant culture” 
(Burger, 1968). The characteristics of culturally relevant/responsive teaching include “positive 
perspectives on parents and families, communication of high expectations, learning within the 
context of culture, student centered instruction, culturally mediated instruction, reshaping the 
curriculum, teacher facilitator” (Ladson-Billings, 1994). However, this city on a hill cannot be 
reached if the teacher forgets to take great pains to discuss the dimensions of “historical and 
contemporary racism” (Byrd, 2016). Cultural relativism assumes that each culture is on a level 
playing field, but racism in America is a power structure whereby different cultures are 
categorized and subjugated to the dominant “Anglo”, “white”, and “Euro” culture (Born & 
Hesmondhagh, 2000; Byrd, 2016; Middleton, 2000). In a study of the efficacy of Culturally 
relevant teaching, Byrd (2016) found that Arthur (2004) espouses an ethno-pedagogy with 
gospel music that will be used throughout this research and is best understood in light of an 
integral part of pedagogy, has a problem, a subject, and the result. Ethno-pedagogy, as an 






upbringing, teacher, and learning. Thus, there is a pedagogical essence of ethno-pedagogy 
(Klara, et al., 2015).  
The term vernacular derives from the Latin “vernaculus” meaning “native” and finds its 
way into the conversation about music and pedagogy by way of psychology, cultural 
anthropology and ethnomusicology (O’Flynn, 2006, p. 140; Oxford University Press, 2021). It is 
derived from the Latin term “verna” meaning “household slave” and carries the connotation of 
coming from the community of commoners or the oppressed, who often were the indigenous 
people in a land conquered by Romans (Oxford University Press, 2021). Though it tends to focus 
on language, it is quickly gaining steam in the conversation around culturally responsive 
pedagogy and ethnographic studies of the music of marginalized cultures. It seeks to illuminate 
the native expression of the music of a particular culture and deem that as the actual pedagogy as 
opposed to using the traditional language and norms of pedagogy to describe the culture (Caponi, 
1999; Caswell & Smith, 2000; Keyes, 2009; O’Flynn, 2006).  
        The term Gospel singing is meant to refer to that African-derived stream of singing style 
developed and cultivated among the physically and/or systematically oppressed African 
American community both within and without its church (Boyer, 1978; Darden, 2004; Heilbut, 
1971; Marovich, 2015; Robinson-Martin, 2010; Wise, 2000). Its earliest iterations being found in 
spirituals, ring shouts, and work songs, it grew to become the various genre of gospel music 
constantly influencing and interacting with secular forms like blues, jazz, rhythm and blues, soul, 
hip-hop, and pop styles (Caponi, 1999; Graham, 2018; Heilbut, 1971). Its stylistic conventions 
include improvisation, syncopation, signifying, call and response, shouts, cries, melisma/riffs, 
growls, squalls, falsetto, foot tapping and hand clapping while singing, etc. (Braxton, 2019; 






Professional gospel singer is used to denote a singer who makes a significant living 
through singing gospel music. This singer has had both experience and an impact on the gospel 
recording industry evidenced by a volume of recorded solo work that may or may not be backed 
by choirs or singing ensembles. They may also have had some singing or music pedagogical 
experience as either a Choir Director, Music Minister, Music Director, Vocal arranger, or 
Producer or gospel artists. They should demonstrate some longevity in the art form and as a 
recording artist. Perhaps, they may also have some cross-cultural gospel background.  
        Formal/traditional training is used to describe the training most closely associated with 
classical voice, private voice lessons, conservatory training, and performance degrees in higher 
education. While it is not the goal of this research to belittle the important role and research of 
CCM, it is an opportunity to get deeper insight into the cultural aspects of gospel singing and 































REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
 
Voice Science & Pedagogy 
 
        Formal voice training has generally followed two streams of thought, Classical training 
or Contemporary Commercial Music (CCM) training. Voice science usually stands as the 
mountain around which these streams flow, an objective reference between two opinionated 
teams playing on either side of the game of song. Yet, voice science follows the long history of 
classical voice training and continued to clash with the realities of CCM training (Bartlett, 2014; 
Miller, 2006). For, the “fine teacher combines mechanistic information with the psychological 
and the aesthetic” and transcends or “expands vocal traditions through the means of current 
analysis” (Miller, 2003, p. 200-201). However, the traditional beginning of any study of the 






of the “historic Italian School” of early vocal pedagogues from the eighteenth century (Miller, 
2003, p. 208). “Even today, much of the early Italian heritage remains dominant among 
competing national and regional schools” (Miller, 2003, p. 205). Yet, classical singing is not 
sufficient to prepare the voice to sing CCM styles because it neither supports many vocal skills 
necessary for CCM styles nor does it come from the country where the majority of these styles 
originate (LoVetri, 2013; Bartlett, 2014). This makes it necessary for CCM to have a pedagogy 
of its own or at the least one that can serve its myriad styles. As LoVetri notes, “The idea that 
classical singing and classical repertoire in foreign languages magically sets up a solid basis for 
singing any style of music is faulty” (LoVetri, 2013, p. 80). 
 The voice or larynx is a complex structure of muscles, ligaments, cartilage, membranes, 
and connective tissues that sits atop and is powered by the respiratory system. Figure 2 and 3 
show the major “intrinsic” parts of the larynx including the thyroid cartilage, arytenoid cartilage, 
cricoid cartilage, and the thyro-arytenoid muscle and ligament (the vocalis muscle) and the 
cricothyroid muscle and ligaments (Sataloff, 2006, p. 41).  
Figure 2 





















Note. A diagram of the larynx: viewed from above. From Voice and swallowing-anatomy. 
(https://www.ohsu.edu/ent/voice-swallowing-anatomy). Copyright n.d. by Oregon Health and 
Science University.  
 
Figure 3 










Note. A diagram of the larynx. From Voice and swallowing-anatomy. 
(https://www.ohsu.edu/ent/voice-swallowing-anatomy). Copyright n.d. by Oregon Health and 
Science University.  
Singing is produced by the passing of air through the two folds of muscle and membranes 
at the thyro-arytenoid ligament when the larynx is acting as a “partially or completely closed 
voicing valve.” These muscle folds, shown in more detail in Figure 4, lengthen, thicken, and 
loosen depending on the action of the laryngeal structures and changes in pitch and volume of 
the sung sound and the age, gender, or other personal characteristics of the singer. As the air 
passes through, the thyro-arytenoids adduct and vibrate together forming the fundamental pitch 






the air as shown in Figure 4. Lower pitches tend to involve longer adduction, thickening and 
shortening of the vocal folds during phonation while higher pitches tend to involve shorter 
adduction and the lengthening thinning of the folds. The amount of air sent through the chords 
along with the shape of the oral cavity above the chords affects the volume of the sound.  Higher 
pitches are often aided by the adduction of the cricothyroid muscle that gently tilts the larynx 
forward lengthening the vocalis muscle for higher pitches and reducing the thickness of the vocal 
folds (Sataloff, p. 47). Increased volume is attained through an increase in subglottic air pressure 
(Baken, 2006; Scherer, 2006). The actual adjustment of the intrinsic musculature to produce a 
certain pitch is motivated by complex messages sent from the ear to the brain and then to the 
larynx (Sataloff, 2006; Scherer, 2006). Belting, a common component of CCM styles, involves 
the longer adduction and thickening of the vocal fold while lengthening it through coordinated 
raising and tilting of the larynx during phonation producing a sound with higher volume at a 
higher pitch (Lynn, 2018). While this process is dynamic in the larynx, it is often taught as a 
controlled process that positions the intrinsic and extrinsic muscles in such a way that the singer 
can produce a “trained” sound and moves between two or three distinct areas of phonation: chest, 
middle, and head registers. (Sataloff, 2006, p. 51; Miller, p. 207; Lynn, 2014). Sataloff (2006) 
notes that above the larynx, the sound is primarily shaped by the “resonators”, the different parts 
of the pharynx, sinuses, and the oral cavity (p. 51).  
The respiratory system, shown in Figure 5, is controlled by opposing activity of the 
“diaphragm” and the “abdominal muscle” systems (Sataloff, 2006, p. 53). The diaphragm 
contracts producing “inspiratory force” and its activity is “somewhat variable from singer to 
singer” (Sataloff, 2006, p. 53).  The abdominals, “the so-called ‘support’ of the singing voice is 






respiratory muscles working in concert with passive forces include intercostal, abdominal, back, 
and diaphragm musicals (Sataloff, 2006p. 53).”  Again, this is a dynamic process that involves 
many muscle groups at the same time (Sataloff, 2006).  
 
















Note. Diagram of the parts of the pharynx and cross section of the vocal folds. Adapted from 
“Clinical Anatomy and Physiology of the Voice” by R. Sataloff, Y. Heman-Ackah, & M. 


























Note. A diagram of the respiratory system showing the lungs, diaphragm, larynx, and oral cavity. 
From Respiratory System, by M. Villareal. 
(https://www.biogearsengine.com/documentation/_respiratory_methodology.html). Copyright 
2016 by BioGears Engine- Applied Research Associates, Inc.  
Classical technique, arising from a Eurocentric school of thought in Italy, was developed 
into and emanates from the 18th century (Miller, 2006). It espouses the ideology of Franchinus 
Gaffurius’ and his 15th century disdain for “wide vibrato and a bellowing voice” and sounds that 
do not “maintain a true pitch” or have a “continuous wobble” that “cannot form a balanced 






“pretty voice” that “is very pleasing to the ear because of its clearness and sweetness and above 
all because of the nice vibrato which usually accompanies it (Miller, p. 204).” This Italian School 
had as its aim to develop opera singers with, as Nicola Porpora noted, “the ability to sustain 
(cantabile) and to move (cabaletta) the voice.” It effected much of Europe as even the French 
Jean-Baptiste Berard noted that respiration that produces this kind of sound has an “outwardly 
raised ribcage, diaphragmatic descent, and controlled breath emission” (Miller, p. 205; Sataloff).  
This was perpetuated by Castrato Tosi as he, in the 18th century, designated the “voce di petto 
(chest voice)” and “voce di testa (head voice)” as the primary registrations still in use today 
(Miller, p. 206). He borrowed some of the best exercises, including the breath management 
exercise of Farinelli, from a century earlier (Miller, p. 207). Modern instruction about “laryngeal 
positioning” and breathing in much the same way as today (Miller, 2006; Sataloff, 2006; Bartlett, 
2014) can even be traced to the work of Manuel Garcia as Miller(2006) notes: 
For example, he advised that the head and neck should remain erect on the torso, that the 
shoulders ought to be well back without stiffness, that the chest must remain in an 
expanded position, and that inspiration should occur silently and slowly without sudden 
diaphragmatic lowering (p. 207).   
 
Continuing this work were the Lamperti’s, the father Francesco (1813-1892) and the son 
Giambattista (1839-1910), who demanded “whether singing softly or loudly, timbre must be 
consistent” and “complete- toned production at all dynamic levels.” Miller (2006) notes that 
Giambattista, at the turn of the 20th century, continued his father’s work, over and against other 
European schools of thought (i.e., German and French) that sought preeminence:  
Lamperti’s opposition to the ‘relaxed’ posture then being advocated by the German 
school is eminently clear. In contrast to that school’s lowered thoracic postures, the 








It is largely through the Lamperti method that the American school comes to be through the work 
of Lamperti’s former student, William Earl Brown. Brown was instrumental in bringing this 
thinking to America. Although it was now among the backdrop of many other schools of thought 
in Germany, France, England, and America, the Italian School still found preeminence, and “all 
pedagogic threads were woven into the North American vocal-pedagogy garment (Miller, 2006, 
p. 209).” German thoughts, put forth by Stockhausen, made ideas like “lowered laryngeal 
position while singing” and “the retention of the yawn position” integral to voice teaching 
though they were much less a departure from the Italian school as an exaggeration of it (Miller, 
p. 209). One area that Stockhausen did depart from the Italian school was moving away from “si 
canta come si parla (one sings as one speaks).” However, Brown and the American Herbert 
Witherspoon, former director of the Metropolitan Opera Company, quickly reversed those 
departures by showing that “it is linguistic and musical interpretation that finally control 
technique (Miller, p. 212).” As Brown encouraged “legato” singing with “constant vibrancy” in 
the tone and discouraged “irregular vibration”, Witherspoon also encouraged that “lift of breath” 
and “vocal tract filtering” serve to maintain the vibrant sound through both the phrase and 
changing registers (Miller, p. 212). The silent breathing, and balanced phonation, and lowered 
larynx positioning, release of tension and constriction within the vocal apparatus, and far more 
open quotient singing are pillars of the Italian School and the American School, by extension 
(Miller, 2006; Sataloff, 2006). Yet, it was the subtle growing influence of voice science that 
seemed to substantiate these teachings and techniques of the Italian school (Bartlett, 2014; 
Miller, 2006; Rooney, 2016; Sataloff, 2006).  As voice science attempted to “objectively 






their vocal efficiency and their relationship to vocal aesthetics and to vocal health,” they began to 
strain every pedagogy through the filter of “healthy vocal function” (Miller, 2006, p. 213).    
Voice science, with its ear towards empirical analysis of the interaction of the 
mechanisms of the voice and body, has more recently attempted to systematize the cultural 
underpinnings of voice study into a more “clinical voice” approach (Heuer, Hawkshaw, & 
Sataloff, 2006, p. 159). The singing voice teacher in understanding the “duration, frequency, 
intensity, spectra, and vocal fold motion during phonation” can make “intervention decisions” 
(Scherer, 2006, p. 98). The newly crowned “singing voice specialist” armed with the “knowledge 
of anatomy and physiology of the normal and disordered voice, a basic understanding of the 
principles of laryngology and medications, and a fundamental knowledge of the principles and 
practices of speech-language” and access to other voice professionals like otolaryngologists and 
speech pathologist should be able to effectively work with any singer (Sataloff, 2006, p. 125). 
This well-meaning approach has even championed the singing teacher’s altruistic opportunity to 
“interpret and expand vocal traditions through the means of current analysis so the viable aspects 
of tradition can be communicated in a systematic way” (Miller, 2006, p. 201). The questions are 
whose tradition, whose interpretation, and who determines the viable aspects? While voice 
science is extremely beneficial to the longevity and overall health of the voice, the traditional 
application of this knowledge to vocal pedagogy are often contrary to the goals of gospel and 
other CCM styles of singing (Robinson-Martin, 2014; 2019; LoVetri, 2013; Bartlett, 2014; 
Sellers, 2009; Williams-Jones, 1975). Rooney (2016) notes how “there are differences in 
learning to sing classical and CCM. Underpinning these are some common issues relating to 
teaching including those concerned with breathing, singing from the diaphragm, larynx position, 






2005), LoVetri (2013), Bartlett (2014) and Flynn et al. (2020) notes that classical training can be 
dangerous to the CCM singer or of no use at all.  
As a result, an increasing number of CCM articles is using voice science to redraw the 
traditional boundary lines of voice pedagogy (LoVetri, 2002; Rooney, 2016; Bartlett, 2013). 
Many modern vocal pedagogues are expanding the conversation by letting other singing styles or 
cultures speak for themselves on the subject of voice practice and pedagogy (LoVetri, 2013; 
Bartlett, 2014). LoVetri, the originator of the CCM term for all non-classical singing, notes the 
need for further study in each CCM style is necessary because they “are each large, diverse, and 
have many decades of development as bona fide expressions (LoVetri, 2013, p. 83).” For gospel 
in particular, she notes how many singers “express deeply personal and devotional 
communications through their singing, varying set forms with improvisation”, but because 
“some materials are sung vigorously,” it might be “risky for those without solid technique 
(Lovetri, 2013, p. 84).” Yet, in the absence of a viable technique for gospel singing, classical 
training may continue to try and fill the void. Bartlett rightly argues that “CCM singers will 
reject technical work that produces a trained vocal production (e.g., legato line, developed 
vibrato, open vowels, and even tone) as they strive for individuality in tone and voice quality 
(Bartlett, 2014, p. 29).” The result being, they are left alone in their adaptation of classical 
technique to the performance demands of their art as Bartlett notes: 
As Sullivan (1989) and LoVetri (2008) suggest, the CCM singers’ options would have 
been to adapt the proffered classical techniques as best as they could or to reject them and 
return to their habitual voice production (p. 29). 
 
The performing environment for CCM singers is far different than classical song as Bartlett 
(2014) further explains:  
long-duration singing over amplified instruments (3–4 h for a typical gig performance), 






communication between patrons and staff), and the style-driven need for a 
thyroarytenoid-dominant vocal production and strongly rhythmic, speech-like phrasing 
(p. 29).  
 
Therefore, the growing need for CCM training is being met in many university programs, but 
often only in Musical Theater and Jazz (LoVetri, p. 84). To date, only three programs in Gospel 
performance exist in the country: University of the District of Columbia, Nyack College, and 
Chicago College. 
LoVetri (2013) advocated for a “functional pedagogy” of singing that can be adaptive to 
many different styles under CCM: 
Functional training is any technique that allows a vocalist to gradually develop 
mechanical control over any sung sound without sacrificing freedom or authenticity. It 
conditions the muscles of the vocal mechanism, over time, indirectly, through exercises, 
to respond automatically (p. 80).  
 
Her Somatic Voicework® is deeply rooted in “somatic awareness and aural perception” of the 
voice in order to develop a clear sense of what it is happening while singing and make decisions 
accordingly (LoVetri, 2012). This seems not unlike the work of Estill who earlier advocated 
“body awareness and mindfulness to give you confidence that your voice will always be ready to 
respond to any challenge you may face in performance and daily life” through “learning the 
structures that contribute to sound and feeling and gaining conscious control of them (Estill 
Voice, 2017-2021).” However, LoVetri is adamant that she is not influenced by that method in 
the least (LoVetri, 2012). Still, their work has opened the flood gates in terms of encouraging 
singers and singing teachers to expand the conversation around applying voice science to many 
different styles of music.  
 Rigg’s Speech Level Singing® harkens back to the days of the Italian school when “si 
canta come si parla” was en vogue (Miller, 209). Riggs “believes that when you speak, there is 






The same should be true when you are singing (Ramsey, 2021).” In essence, there should be no 
“break” in the sound between registers, and with training, the singer can overcome it using a 
“consistent ‘speech-level’ sound across the whole range (Ramsey, 2021). It goes without saying 
that this would require a lowered or “resting” larynx and adjust the intrinsic musculature to 
constantly be in a mix quality throughout the range. Riggs argues quite forcefully in a 1996 
interview with Dan Schneider Show of Music (Schneider, 2014) that “white people sing by note, 
and black people sing by feel.” In essence, he shows how black people learn in the church how to 
“push beats, pull beats, set your internal conductor, to know where the harmonic is.” In essence, 
he is teaching people to “connect the notes” across the instrument, but that often this is learned in 
the church for Black people by feel. In fact, he goes on to say that vocal injury like nodules often 
occur on the anterior part of the chords where the larynx begins to adjust for the higher register 
because people have not learned to properly sing through the change or passaggi. He believes his 
technique of mixing allows you to develop this, but it is most fascinating to note that he 
recognizes gospel singers learning to do it while growing up in church (Schneider, 2014).  
Sadolin’s Complete Voice Technique® (2005) goes furthest to understand the exact and 
specific activity and function of the previously under-researched intrinsic muscles of the larynx 
including the aryepiglottic folds that connect the epiglottis to the major structure of the larynx 
and the ventricular folds that are the “false vocal cords” or outer membranes around the actual 
vocal folds (Sataloff, p. 34). Sadolin expands Garcia and Lamperti’s understanding of 
registration and identifies four major “modes” of voice function: neutral, curbing, overdrive, and 
edge that have a different level of what she calls “metal” in the voice (Sadolin, 2005). Sandolin 
(2005) shows that “each mode has a certain character, as well as advantages and limitations” and 






to respect their limitations.” Her site offers extensive specificity with explanations and audio 
examples of each vocal mode and even a section to choose various vocal effects and apply 
different sound colours and vocal mode (Complete Vocal Institute, 2021).  
In much the same way as an athlete will train their muscles for sport, so too did 
Friedlander (2005) and LeBorgne & Rosenberg (2020) further push the thinking that singers 
should train like athletes to manage the muscles of the body and larynx to produce varying feats 
of vocal technique, regardless of style. The teacher and singer must have a knowledge of voice 
science and know how to apply this knowledge to the demands of the particular style they are 
singing.   
Many of these techniques are extremely important for gospel singers to understand and 
master, and perhaps as Riggs suggests (Schneider, 2014), some of their principles are already 
taught and learned in the church without knowledge. Classical training, voice science, and now 
CCM have a wealth of resources for the singer, but gospel surprisingly plays a minor part in 
CCM training (LoVetri, 2013; Rooney, 2016; Bartlett, 2014). The surprise arises from the fact 
that most CCM styles (blues, jazz, rhythm and blues, rock, and soul) have gospel singing as part 
of their foundation (Snyder, 2016). While LoVetri states that “most CCM styles originate in this 
country…derived from simple, ordinary folks who settled in various geographic areas (LoVetri, 
2013, p. 84),” she fails to mention that many of these “ordinary folks” are African American and 
many of these styles are derived from the African American tradition of singing (Darden, 2004). 
African American folk spirituals and work songs produced both gospel, early folk music, and the 
blues (Graham, 2018; Dodge, 2013; Floyd, 1991; Cone, 1991).  
It was even spirituals and work song that became fodder for the minstrelsy of Tin Pan 






and blues begat rhythm and blues that was simply copied for white audiences as rock and roll.  In 
fact, Muddy Waters and Rosetta Tharpe both started in the church. Sam Cooke was a gospel 
artist long before he defined soul music and pioneered a sound that melded the church sound 
with secular music to become Soul and Funk (Heilbut, 1997; Graham, 2018). Gospel music is 
rightfully included in the CCM conversation, but descriptions of how to produce its sound are 
often approximations and sadly, far too few pedagogical resources have been published on the 
subject. Because gospel singing is often learned without knowledge of the intricate and complex 
laryngeal adjustments identified by both science and pedagogy, it is often not considered worthy 
of instructional rigor. 
In fact, if gospel singing had broken through the glass ceiling of academia in CCM, then 
more colleges would offer programming in it. However, colleges still lag behind in their gospel 
offerings and schools that do are not often included in the list of best schools of music. The 
October 2017 Issue of InTune Magazine, a NafME published magazine sent to each of its 
members who teach middle and high school students, named 63 schools on its list of Best 
Schools of Music. Of the 63 Schools listed in In Tune, almost all offer a classical training 
program, many offer Jazz or CCM degree options, but none listed offered a gospel degree. 
However, there are actually three schools that offer a degree in Gospel Performance:  Just as 
Dixon (1992) found that no schools offered degrees in gospel music and LoVetri (2013) notes 
that styles outside of Music Theater and Jazz were only beginning to emerge, gospel finds a 
miniscule place in pedagogical circles. Though a few schools have a gospel choir or a course in 
gospel music history, the choirs are usually student-led, and the history courses are often not 






points for a conversation about the voice and voice health is far more indicative of a continuing 
Eurocentric hegemony than the inadequacy of the historical record.  
Different Styles, Same Plantation 
 
Abbott and Seroff (2013) tell the story of the development of black gospel quartet 
through looking at the continuum of trainers who developed these groups. Beginning with the 
seminal influence of Fisk and concert spirituals and jubilee song, they unearth much about how 
trainers taught these quartets using teaching from that institution (Abbott & Seroff, 2013). Yet, 
many who attended Fisk used pieces of training they received under white and classically trained 
professors in early Historically Black Colleges and Universities (Abbott & Seroff, 2013; Shipley, 
2011; Graham, 2018).  
However, gospel music has roots beyond the Southern plantation that extend back to 
West African culture (Cone, 1991; Darden, 2004; Gates, 2021; Kemp, 2011; Abbott and Seroff, 
2013). “The unique combination of music, religion, and worldview necessary to create both 
spirituals and gospel begins thousands of years ago on the African continent (Darden, 2004, 
p.12).” Its improvisational, rhythmic, and emotional thrust are as deeply African as they are 
African American (Marovich, 2015; Darden, 2004; Smallwood; 1980; Boyer; 1978; Reagon, 
1992). Folk spirituals, work songs, and ring shouts, the progenitors of gospel music, carried the 
influence of West African “singing, dancing, spirit possession, and magic” and as John Spencer 
says, “empowered those who possessed it to endure slavery by temporarily elevating them out of 
the valley of oppression up to a spiritual summit” (Darden, 2004, p. 46-47).  
Key aspects of this expression included “falsetto, religious dancing and shouting, 
improvisation, repetition, hand clapping and foot patting, dynamic rhythms, communal 






(Marovich, 2015, p. 15).” These observations align with what Mungo Park found in 1795, “the 
basic elements…alternation of verse and chorus, a preponderance of rhythm, the use of short 
musical phrases, a call and response format, lyrics with secondary meanings, and a joy of 
improvisation (Darden, 2004, p. 16).” Therefore, spirituals, and by extension, Gospel music is a 
singular creation of African Americans (Cone, 1991; Darden, 2004). Even the brand of 
Christianity that birthed the African American church was the African slaves’ ethnocentric and 
communal response to the plantation Christianity taught by White slaveowners as Darden (2004) 
explains:  
Instead, slaves retained ‘those fragments of African religion that remained functional to 
their needs’ and ‘pieced together from those fragments of orthodox belief’ to create 
something that would help them survive, something of real value. The resulting belief 
system became the African American church, and the spirituals became its music. (p. 51) 
 
Spirituals came down through oral tradition but took a different path when the pens of 
white transcribers and African Americans trained by white professors shifted spirituals from an 
oral to a written tradition (Abbott & Seroff, 2013). On one hand, Fisk University, founded prior 
to the Civil War for mulatto children of slaveowners, began touring their Jubilee Singers in 1871. 
While white professors encouraged their singing, they also used “voice culture” to refine the 
spirituals for presentation (Abbott & Seroff, 2013; Shipley, 2011). Most of the students were 
horrified to even be singing the music as original Fisk singer, Ella Sheppard, recounted:  
We finally grew willing to sing them privately…we practiced softly, learning from each 
other the songs of our fathers. We did not dream of ever using [the slave songs] in public. 
Had… Professor Spence suggested such a thing, we certainly had rebelled. It was only 
after many months that gradually our hearts were opened to… to appreciate the 
wonderful beauty and power of our songs. (p. 31)  
 
On the other hand, Hampton Institute (now University) was founded shortly after the Civil War 
for newly freed slaves. However, their renditions of Spirituals were considered more “authentic” 






(Shipley, 2011, p. 106). The authenticity they remembered was not significantly refined by their 
white professors, so that what was heard from the Hampton group was what was taught to them 
on the plantation and in the African American church, not the academy (Shipley, 2011).    
The Fisk problem reveals the true perception of African American folk singing as being 
unfit for formal training in voice culture. Fisk’s Music Department Chair, the Oberlin trained 
Jennie Robinson’s expectations were forged under the previous music department leadership of 
Mr. George L. White who originally toured the Jubilee Singers in 1870. His gathering of students 
for informal singing at his home in the difficult early days of the school became the impetus for 
touring a group that would raise funds to support the rapid growth of the institution (Shipley, 
2011). Armed with well-known southern songs, civil war hymns, and church hymns, they set out 
to sing for the masses and develop a school whose enrollment ballooned in the first year of 
existence (Abbott & Seroff, 2003). Students, recognizing the needs of their school, approached 
Mr. White and the school president under great secrecy to share the music of the plantation, the 
spirituals and work songs of their culture (Abott & Seroff, 2003).  
They, like many African Americans at the time, were ashamed to share this music feeling 
that slavery and the plantation should be left on the other side of the Civil War and 
Emancipation. But they were compelled to sing in order to support their school. Mr. White 
immediately set out to fashion and shape their song into something more formal. However, 
Robinson, “a white woman with a passion for classical music and Negro education, but without 
the slightest interest in African American folk music” (Abbott & Seroff, 2013, p. 21), was much 
more forthcoming in her disdain for the sound of this black “vernacular harmony singing” (p. 
25). Sadly, her tutelage at the turn of the twentieth century set a standard for the sound of Black 






Fisk University sent out hundreds of grammar and high school teachers who carefully  
trained music and voice instructors, passing along the training and precepts learned at 
Fisk to the children of the southern black urban working class and rural peasantry…her 
pedagogic ministrations helped lay the foundation for a century of spiritual and gospel 
singing (p. 24). 
 
Former Fisk student and celebrated Tenor singer, Roland Hayes recalls Robinson in Brooks & 
Sims (2014):  
Robinson came to the institution with clear standards about what constituted an 
appropriate music education and recruited like-minded faculty members from Oberlin to 
support her in establishing the budding program. The great eighteenth- and nineteenth- 
century European music composers were her ideal for instructing her students in voice 
culture, music theory, and other aspects of vocal production. Even late nineteenth century 
composers like Richard Strauss and Hugo Wolf, whom Roland would come to love, were 
considered ‘too modern’ for this classical music purist. She equipped all her aspiring 
teachers with other necessary tools they would need to be successful and directed them to 
stay current with the latest vocal techniques and avoid repertory like popular ‘Negro 
Spirituals,’ which she felt might demean their knowledge of great composers of previous 
centuries…From her standpoint and musical training, the Jubilee tradition was uncultured 
and unprogressive, as it employed demeaning black dialect and advanced practices 
contrary to the standard she set for her students  (p. 18-19).  
 
Therein lies both the problem and heritage of the racist power structure in America, for this is not 
unlike the thinking that still exists today. The double-edged sword of white supremacy and black 
shame and subjugation nearly silenced the integrity of the folk spirituals and its offshoots for 
generations to come, but the doorway to acceptance was strained through a European aesthetic. 
Not surprisingly, Fisk parted ways with its Jubilee Singers within five years of their existence 
and reverted back to their chapter of the Mozart Society, which students felt more indicative of 
the people they were trying to become in Reconstruction (Abbott & Seroff, 2003). Thanks to the 
pioneering work of John Work, Ella Sheppard, Harry Thacker Burleigh, and others, African 
American cultural singing continued to be taught, performed, arranged, and transcribed for later 






groundwork for the coming tension between educated working class urban African Americans in 
the north and uneducated lower class African Americans who migrated north. 
This authentic African American singing sound is at the heart of the gospel training 
problem, for gospel arose from uneducated, sharecropping, former slave southern blacks who 
later migrated to northern cities between 1916 and 1940 (Kemp, 1915). Unlike their northern 
counterparts who begun their churches with the structures, dress, liturgy, and music of 
Eurocentric churches, southerners largely came from Pentecostal worship styles that more 
closely resembled the practices of “brush arbor” slave religious gatherings on the plantations that 
preserved African Heritage (Kemp, 2019, p. 18; Work, 1915; Darden, 2004). Thus, concert 
spirituals became representative of “high church” while folk spirituals, ring shouts, and later 
gospel remained a “low church” practice (Kemp, 2019; Work, 1915). Former member and later 
director of the Fisk Jubilee Singers, John Wesley Work speaks to this struggle in 1915,  
Church services have been sources of mirthful entertainment…the Negro’s religious 
outbursts, his shoutings and rejoicings as marks of ignorance, superstition, and 
heathenism. Most assuredly these are not the most approved methods of worship, nor do 
they measure up to the ideals of the highly cultured. (Work, 1915)  
 
In much the same way, Work goes on and describes African song vividly in 1915:  
All tribes have constructed their music upon the verse and chorus pattern. There is a verse 
sung by a leader, and the chorus follows…The peculiarity has remained fixed as the song 
of the African has come through the receding centuries...the almost uncanny chants 
generally wailed as accompaniments to the war dance…In America, we hear it…in the 
streets amongst the children… intensified by the rhythmical patting of hands and 
feet…brought out in their work songs. (Work, 1915) 
 
As jarring as it is to hear an African American use the term “heathen” to describe his ancestors’ 
cultural expression, Work was not her condemning them but trying to capture the heart and soul 
of African American cultural expression within a white American world. On the contrary, Work 






College Glee Club saying, “The only criticism would suggest a little more abandon on the part of 
the whole club and the tenor in particular and more freedom in expression.” In fact, he ran into a 
strained relationship with his former teacher Jennie Robinson simply because of his commitment 
to spiritual singing eventhough he was also committed to her teachings in “voice culture.” As 
Abbott & Seroff (2013) noted, the local Congregationalist newspaper said of the Fisk Singers in 
1895, “They reproduced the peculiar characteristics of Negro melodies while their more 
thorough training made the impression of their music deeper and more satisfactory (p. 23).” 
It is jarring to note how consistent this description is with descriptions of gospel music today and 
the undue expectations that are still placed upon its expression (Snyder, 2016). Surely, elements 
of the pedagogy have also remained consistent. As LoVetri notes, true voice training “develops 
mechanical control over any sung sound without sacrificing freedom or authenticity (LoVetri, 
2013).” This authenticity is taught in and should be studied from the lens of the African 
American Church (Shipley, 2011; Robinson-Martin, 2010; 2017). 
As African American migrated north, many African American mainline Christian 
denominations like the African Methodist Episcopal (AME), Baptist, and Methodist tended to a 
more traditional European style of worship with a wider use of concert spirituals that had been 
passed through academic institutions. Yet, exuberant expressions of faith and the characteristic 
African American vocalism present on the plantation were relegated to the poorer sanctified and 
charismatic denominations where African American could express themselves more freely. The 
early gospel writing of Charles Albert Tindley and Herbert Brewster championed the best of 
African American spiritual singing and writing that would influence gospel singing for 
generations (Heilbut, 1997; Kemp, 2018). It was especially influential on a young blues and jazz 






dedicate his musical career to the writing of this African American expression of Christian faith 
rooted in the sounds of the plantation (Burnim, 1978; Heilbut, 1997; Kemp, 2015; Robinson-
Martin, 2010). 
In developing gospel music from its previous iterations, Thomas Dorsey added Blues 
instrumentation to the basic sound of folk spirituals, church hymns, older gospel songs, and his 
own gospel compositions bringing the southern sound back into the mainstream. He even used a 
southerner named Mahalia Jackson to demonstrate it. While gospel music has had a growing 
influence since the dawn of Thomas Dorsey and his demonstrators in the 1930’s, the organizing 
of James Cleveland in the 60’s, and the stadium-filling sounds of Walter Hawkins and the Clark 
Sisters during the 1970’s and 1980’s, relatively little research has engaged with how these singers were 
taught. Though formal voice study has been around for centuries, few formal outlets of gospel 
singing training have existed outside of the African American church (Dixon, 1992; Turner, 
2009; Sellers, 2009). There, music directors, singers, and even preachers often taught novices the 
strictures and nuances of gospel singing.  
Dorsey’s National Convention of Gospel Choirs and Choruses (1933), the Hampton 
Minister’s Conference (1934), Gospel Music Workshop of America, (1967), and the Music & 
Arts Seminar (1979), have long held workshops to foster music training and learning in black 
gospel music. In academia, gospel degrees have begun at the University of the District of 
Columbia (1984), Nyack College in New York City (2016), and Chicago State University (2017) 
(Harris, 1992; Snyder, 2016).  The Washington Post noted in 2016 that gospel is “the one genre 
that lacks an academic journal, and no university has offered it as a stand-alone professional 







Music students are trained to sing in the European style. Attitudes and beliefs, and 
institutional histories [in higher education] are bent toward European standards. Gospel 
singing is reserved for church and not considered proper or sophisticated (Snyder, 2016).  
 
Gospel training is not just about teaching a style, it is about uplifting and validating the true 
history and practices of a systemically marginalized culture. Still, not one Historically Black 
College or University offers a degree in gospel music. By contrast, Jazz, has had a degree 
program since the height of its fame in 1947 at the University of North Texas.  
Cultural Artifact, but not Culture Bearer 
Much of the research in gospel music focuses on its role as a cultural artifact from an 
ethnomusicological perspective. Boyer (1978), Myers (1979), Smallwood (1980) and Burnim 
(1980), largely wrote historical research or ethnologies on gospel music’s existence charting its 
roots in spirituals up to its influence upon the music of their day. Boyer (1978) writing to the 
Music Educators Journal, outlines origins and practice of gospel music giving it a clear place in 
the canon of American song. Smallwood (1980), a current well-known and acclaimed gospel 
recording artist writing before his meteoric rise to fame, offers a thorough treatise on the 
relationship between improvisational techniques within gospel and blues music. His survey 
moves closer to pedagogy as he charts specific aural, theoretical, and stylistic expectations that a 
gospel musician must facilitate in performance. Burnim (1980) takes it a step further by defining 
“both the religious and ethnic role” gospel music plays in Black culture. Yet, not until Campbell 
(1995) and Wise (2000) do we get the beginnings of pedagogical considerations for gospel 
music. Campbell (1995), writing on the work of Burnim (1980) begins to consider pedagogical 
necessities for teaching gospel music in the classroom, albeit as a history subject. Wise (2000) 
builds upon this work by reintroducing the history of gospel music with an eye toward a better 






different sub-genre of gospel music including “The Congregational Era (1900’s-1920’s)” with 
hymn and quartet style, “Traditional Era (1920’s-1960’s)” including classical and total gospel 
styles, “The Contemporary Era (1960’s-1970’s),” “The Word/Ministry Era (1980’s-1990’s)” 
which includes Contemporary jazz gospel and inspirational gospel and praise and worship as 
subcategories, and the “Urban/Crossover Era” (1990’s-2000’s) (Wise, 2000, p. ). Still others, by 
extension, mention gospel music favorably or unfavorably within the context of pedagogical 
reports on singing technique (Smith-Vaughn, 2007; Cohen, et. al., 2008).  
Traces of Gospel Training 
 
Gospel singing has gained a renewed excitement within the past ten years as 
practitioners, scholars and schools have begun to write literature and develop programs to teach 
best practices in the art form (Robinson-Martin, 2016; Abbott & Seroff, 2013; Sellers, 2009; 
Turner, 2008). This encouraging trend took quite some time due to the historical perception of 
gospel (Kemp, 2019; Robinson-Martin, 2014; 2020). Gospel, with its religious and cultural 
underpinnings, is situated deep in the African American church experience and come directly 
from folk spirituals. Folk spirituals and gospel singing share many of the same elements because 
they both came from the same plantation (Abbott & Seroff, 2013; Mallory, 2006; Darden, 2004). 
In fact, prior to the Fisk Jubilee Singers and the dawn of the concert spiritual (a refined art song-
like presentation with intricate choral arrangements that have gained far more traction in 
academia and among affluent African Americans), folk spirituals sounded much like gospel 
singing without instrumentation (Abbott & Seroff, 2013; Mallory, 2006; Cone, 1991). 
Sellers (2009) outlines vocal characteristics of gospel in its various styles including a 
comparison of gospel versus classical vocal ranges as shown in Figure 6 & 7 (Dixon, 1992; 

















































Note. Adapted from the structure of singing by Richard Miller, 1996, pg. 117; 134-135 and 
Gospel music; vocal folds and related issues by Eustace Dixon, 1992, referenced in Sellers, C. 
(2009). I sing because I’m free: developing a systematic pedagogy for the modern gospel singer 
by C. Sellers, 2009, p. 45-47 (Doctoral dissertation) Retrieved from ProQuest Dissertation 
Publishing. 
Figure 7  
Gospel Vocal Components by Subgenre 









Transitions between speech and singing 
Vibrato manipulations 







The Contemporary Era (1960’s-1970’s) 
Reduced use of yells and shouts 
Delayed vibrato on solo singing 
Exaggerated or eliminated vibrato in choral singing 
R&B style vocal passages 
Vowel modification 
Increased use of head voice and/or falsetto 
 
The Word/Ministry Era (1980’s-1990’s)- Contemporary Blues & Jazz 
Highly melismatic singing 
Eliminated vibrato 
Use of scat 
Use of cadenza 
 
The Word/Ministry Era (1980’s-1990’s)- Inspirational Gospel 
R&B style vocal passages 
Delayed vibrato 
Pop music vocal passages 
 
The Word/Ministry Era (1980’s-1990’s)- Praise and Worship 
Vibrato manipulations 
Pop music influences 
 
“Urban/Crossover Era” (1990’s-2000’s) 
Exaggerated vibrato 
Vowel modification 
Transitions between speech and singing 
High belting 
High tessitura in choral singing 
 
Note. Adapted from Defining African American gospel music by tracing its historical and 
musical development from 1900-2000 by R. Wise, 2004, p. 360, referenced in Sellers, C. (2009). 
I sing because I’m free: developing a systematic pedagogy for the modern gospel singer by C. 
Sellers, 2009, p. 9-17 (Doctoral dissertation) Retrieved from ProQuest Dissertation Publishing. 
The gospel sound, like most singing from African American culture is as Sellers puts it, 
“self-taught or acquired talent” (Sellers, 2009, p. 36-52).  However, gospel is also learned and 
taught within a specific community through practices that deserve further exploration and 
expanded use. These sounds include many practices considered “risky” (LoVetri, 2013, p. 84) or 
dangerous (Bartlett, 2014) in classical technique (Smallwood, 1980). One of the most 
controversial is the “belting” so Gospel practices over and against classical technique are shown 








Table 1: GOSPEL PRACTICES VS. CLASSICAL TECHNIQUE 
 
GOSPEL PRACTICES CLASSICAL TECHNIQUE 
Church/Family and Communal Traininga  Voice Studio and Individual Traininga,d,e 
Costal and Clavicular Breathingb Diaphragmatic breathingd,e 
Varied onsets/phonation (breathy, pressed, and balanced, 
gravela,b  
Balanced phonationd 
Dynamic Larynxa Lowered larynx positioningd 
Dynamic Pharynx and Articulatorsa,b More Fixed pharynx  w/ relaxed articulatorsb,d 
Tension/Constriction sometimes used for effecta Release of tension or constrictiond 
Open Quotient < Closed Quotientb Open Quotient > Closed Quotientd 
Speech-Likeb Legatod 
Improvised (melodic, rhythmic, and textual) and 
composed elementsa 
Composed with minor embellishment 
A dramatic concept of the musicc A predominate lyrical concept with a dramatic 
concept reserved for Opera. 
Use of Falsettoa,c  Defined vocal rangese 
Communal participationc 
 
Individualistic or situated in dramatic scene 
 
Immediacy of communicationc 
 
Immediacy of communicationd 




Functionalism of the musicc  
 
Aestheticism of the music 
Miller, 1996 
Call and response/conversationalc Monologue/formal 
 
“Anointing” inspireda  Skill and Training inspiredd 
 
Vocal Effects like shouts, cries, moans, slides, squalls, 
runs, growls, and melodic embellishmentsa . 
Clarity of sound with minimal melodic 
embellishments like appoggiatura, escape tones, 
neighbor tones, trills, grace notes.d 
 
Note. Adapted from aRobinson-Martin, T.M. (2017). So you want to sing gospel: a guide for 
performers and professionals. Maryland: Rowan & Littlefield Publishers, b Sellers, C. (2009). I 
sing because I’m free: developing a systematic pedagogy for the modern gospel singer. [Doctoral 
dissertation, Ohio State University] Retrieved from ProQuest Dissertation Publishing, cWilliams-
Jones, P. (1975). “Afro-American Gospel Music: A Crystallization of the Black  
Aesthetic.” In Ethnomusicology 19 (3), 373-385. University of Illinois Press. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/850791, d Miller, R. (2006). The singing teacher in the age of voice 
science. In R. Sataloff (Ed.), Vocal health and pedagogy: science and assessment (pp. 199-202). 






(Ed.), Vocal health and pedagogy: science and assessment (pp. 203-214). Plural Publishing, f 
Sataloff, R. (2006). Clinical anatomy and physiology of the voice. In Sataloff, R. (Ed.), Vocal 
Health and Pedagogy: Science and Assessment. San Diego, CA: Plural. 
These stylized manipulations of the vocal tract take a coordinated set of steps that are often 
learned through upbringing in gospel music and culture (Sellers, 2009; Robinson-Martin, 2017). 
Sellers (2009, p. 41) goes into great detail about the varied onsets and breathing styles that 
gospel singers use, and she suggests learning the feeling of each of them so singers can decide 
which to use at a given time. While it follows the current thinking among CCM practitioners 
about developing control over the extrinsic and intrinsic musculature of the larynx in order to 
make needed adjustments for stylistic choices, little is known of that upbringing in gospel 
singing. Even with a gospel style characteristic like belting, “there is more complexity and 
individual variability to belting than what much of the previous research has indicated (Flynn, et. 
al., 2020, p. 414).” There is still a need to understand how gospel singing is not only trained, but 
learned, produced and maintained by professionals (Flynn, et al. 2020, p. 414).  
Toward a Gospel Singing Pedagogy 
There have been four major studies into the pedagogy of gospel music. Arthur (2004), 
like this current study, looks at a “reflexive ethno-pedagogy” of gospel music across two gospel 
choirs in Tallahassee, FL. Identifying the need for gospel music to be seen as a viable area of 
study in academia, Arthur (2004) “examines the musical behaviors, concepts, and sounds as they 
are taught and transmitted from one generation to another within culture and across culture.” She 
called this “ethnomusicological study of pedagogy in culture” an “Ethno-pedagogy” (Arthur, 
2004). Recognizing the same deficiency as this research, that there is much written on gospel 






instructional suggestions in order to get a culturally derived pedagogy. Most notable is the table 
matching vocal explanations with the resulting vocal demonstrations. Unfortunately, this study 
focuses on the gospel choirs and most institutions of higher education center on the development 
of the solo voice.   
Turner (2009) even offers significant suggestions for mentoring music educators in 
gospel music. Engaging three music educators with little exposure to gospel music previously, 
Turner acted as expert mentor to them as they began the journey of trying to teach gospel music 
in their own classrooms. Employing the expertise of seasoned gospel music educators from the 
ranks of the Gospel Music Workshop of America and other collegiate institutions, she 
triangulated the study through their feedback and focus group participation. While this research 
centered mainly on choral teaching in the classroom, it shed significant light on the challenge of 
how “bringing gospel music into the academic setting might have a negative effect that could 
sanitize the religious and spiritual nature of the style (Turner, 2009).” Furthermore, the fact still 
remains that gospel music is best learned in its original “authentic setting, the African American 
Christian Church” and greater descriptions of the “desired gospel sound and/or vocal techniques 
used to execute that sound” would better support educators in this musical style.   
Sellers (2009) attempts to do just that with her study of the stylistic expectations across 
each sub-genre of gospel repertoire synthesized with interviews of “historians, performers, and 
healthcare professionals actively engaged in the gospel music industry.” This extensive research 
across various levels of vocal pedagogy and voice care in gospel industry provides a framework 
for beginning the conversation about how gospel singing is taught to singers both inside and 
outside of the choir setting. Building upon the work of Wise(2000), Sellers(2009) charts a 






“The Congregational Era (1900’s-1920’s)”, “Traditional Era (1920’s-1960’s)”, “The 
Contemporary Era (1960’s-1970’s),” “The Word/Ministry Era (1980’s-1990’s)” which includes 
Contemporary jazz gospel and inspirational gospel and praise and worship as subcategories, and 
the “Urban/Crossover Era” (1990’s-2000’s). Each genre is categorized by its most notable 
figures, its scared and secular influence, its new leaders, and its vocal components. While each 
era has its own vocal components, she is clear to note that each of these are in continued use 
because each gospel music genre is still being composed, recorded, and sold (Sellers, 2009, 
54).  Moreover, she outlines how “frequent travel, recording, and promotion schedules” take a 
toll on the voice health of her interviewed recording artists (Sellers, 2009, 54). Using the 
language and expectations of traditional pedagogy, she identifies the unique differences between 
gospel over and against classical style. The ineffectiveness of “legato” singing, so prized in 
classical singing, is clearly shown from the “rhythmic intensity” of gospel (Sellers, 2009, p. 48). 
She advocates for a “feeling and freedom of singing achieved when their articulation system is 
functioning with ease” in order to produce gospel singing (Sellers, 2009, p. 49). She suggests 
that the gospel singer must seek out the instruction of a voice teacher that is equally adept at 
Classical and Gospel singing, so they can properly learn the complex “shaping of the vocal tract” 
(p. 50) necessary to be effective in gospel. Perhaps, she felt the numbers of these types of 
teachers would grow at a more rapid pace, though it has not. She notes that the tension between 
performance and ministry can often blur the lines between stylistic demands and voice health 
(Sellers, 2009). Staying true to classical voice pedagogy, Sellers (2009) outlines specific choices 
that gospel singers make that are necessary for the style, but often detrimental to vocal health 
when done incorrectly through imitation. However, her study does serve to pave the way for a 






 Robinson-Martin (2010; 2017) finally offers a complete pedagogy for gospel singing 
within the solo voice studio. This research serves as a jumping point for the ethno-pedagogy 
undertaken in this report. Robinson-Martin (2017) rightly champions the cultural pedagogy of 
gospel music and directly challenges the thinking that gospel singing will ruin the voice: 
Coupled with the lack of transparency of a formal vocal-training system for the gospel 
genre, there stems a major misconception that those who sing in the gospel style will ruin 
their voices. This is because while it is true that the harsh, gravelly, vocal quality found in 
gospel music is the most imitated vocal quality among singers of both secular and sacred 
music, there are many other vocal qualities and textures that can be found in the 
performance of gospel music…Additionally, people who carry this misconception about 
gospel music ruining the voice fail to acknowledge that any style of music in which the 
singer lacks the appropriate technique to execute the required sound and volume will 
result in an injury (p. 5). 
 
She supports the notion that the main place of learning gospel singing is in the church, 
but that the “voice studio serves as a secondary yet necessary platform for musical and technical 
development” (Robinson-Martin, 2017, p. 77). For Robinson-Martin (2017), gospel music 
pedagogy should include the following: “anatomical awareness, vocal fitness training, style 
conditioning, and style coaching.” The list could easily be a model for effective training in any 
style within the voice studio, but the essential part deals with the style coaching that helps the 
gospel singer to develop “ear training”, execute “vocal effects”, enhance “vocal agility”, 
“registration,” and “improvisation tools” (Robinson-Martin, 2017, p. 78). She then goes on to 
outline each and offer suggestions for proper training. Much of the vocal fitness training and 
anatomical awareness rightly relate to traditional voice pedagogy and voice science. This is a 
culmination of sorts to the dissertation and articles she previously wrote (Robinson-Martin, 
2009; 2010; 2014), and a great answer to Sellers’ (2009) request for a complete gospel pedagogy 






Robinson-Martin goes into great detail about gospel singing style and offers pedagogical 
considerations that could function within the voice studio. She includes techniques and voice 
health considerations necessary for success in the art form (Robinson-Martin, 2017). Key among 
her inclusions is a specific list with description of vocal effects in gospel including the ever 
elusive “squall”, “runs”, and “gravel sounds” associated with gospel melodic improvisation 
(Robinson-Martin, 2017, p. 113-115). She describes each texture in detail with descriptions of 
how they function within the black vernacular or examples of singers using them on recording. 
In the style of Smallwood (1980), she does spend considerable time dealing with improvisation 
with exercises and scales to practice and develop the ear for it. Much like Sellers before, she 
codifies common “melodic insertions” like “slide”, “glissando”, “bend”, “lean”, “fall,” “scoop” 
that are common in Jazz and in gospel music (Robinson-Martin, 2017, p. 125-127). She offers 
good examples of different improvisation in context of transcribed performances. There is a 
more extensive explanation of rhythmic improvisation followed by a lengthy description of 
gospel style in various genre of gospel music. However, during the portions on style conditioning 
and style coaching, she describes how many of these effect “function” within the voice, but not 
necessarily sharing exercises to produce the sound.  
She uses Wise’s (2000) gospel style categories to talk through elements of style in each 
along with recommended listening examples in a more narrative format than Sellers (2009). 
These serve as a better description of what, where, and when gospel style choices are 
appropriate, including considerations about the use of the “articulators” and “taming unnecessary 
tongue tension (p. 104-105).” She outlines the need for the gospel singer to “understand the 
difference between contraction versus constriction and vocal effect versus vocal sound (p. 103).” 






brief mention of “runs”, but little examples to develop that skill. Reflecting on the work years 
later, she rightly describes the struggle with developing language for pedagogy of gospel singing 
(Robinson-Martin, 2020).  She is also careful to identify the limitations of the studio in fully 
training the singer in aspects of vocal agility, ear training, and registration for gospel (2017; 
2020). Reading the work, you sense that a fuller description with instructional materials is 
hindered by the standardization and cohesiveness of the series. It is frustrating, though not 
surprising, that there is this sense that the series wants each of the different highlighted styles 
(many vernacular styles) to serve a greater formal or classical training purpose.  
Robinson-Martin (2010) goes into much greater detail in her earlier dissertation setting a 
framework for gospel singing pedagogy. In her framework, the instructor is a key factor in the 
gospel singer’s ability to navigate the often-competing expectations of “emotional 
communication, vocal technique, and cultural aesthetics and musical style (p. 126).” The 
instructor must handle all aspects of their emotional and vocal fitness for gospel but should leave 
the spiritual aspect to the responsibility of the singer (p. 131). Quoting Weber (1984), she notes 
the necessity of creating a “Deweyian” environment in which gospel singers have “the 
integration of family, community, and culture into the education” and “learn through free play 
and exploration (Robinson-Martin, 2010, p. 129).” She is careful to show that this exploration 
must begin with a personal understanding of the cultural context and “intent” of the Black 
Gospel experience (p. 135). She outlines the development of the gospel sound within that culture 
including the style’s “nuances” in regard to “pitch” and “non-musical elements” and “ministerial 
function” (Robinson-Martin, 2010, p. 142-143). These style considerations are of far more 
“value to the listener” than the “technique” of the singer within gospel music (p. 146). She goes 






including “nurturing improvisation in the vocal studio” as she does in her later book (Robinson-
Martin 2017). However, she notes from Boyer (1978) that “Gospel music performance is a 
communal experience that is only executed at its best when the interchanging dynamics between 
the instrumentalists and the singer, and the congregation and the singer are present (Robinson-
Martin, 2010, p.166).” Yet, she places the responsibility on the teacher to “immerse” themselves 
“into the culture of Black gospel music” in order to teach it (p. 166).  
This is because these “Africanisms” as Williams-Jones (1975, p. 378) called them, are 
not taught in the voice studio but within the “black church” (Robinson-Martin, 2017, p. 77).  
How can a true pedagogy of gospel music be undertaken without the preliminary step of hearing 
how gospel singers themselves have developed and maintained their sound? If, as Byrd (2016) 
says, “cultural socialization” must begin study in “one’s own culture” and gospel music is a 
progenitor of the majority of CCM styles, should not its pedagogy be codified from an 
ethnographic study of the stylistic conventions of its greatest practitioners? It is for this reason 
that Thompson-Bradshaw (2014) employed an “ethnographic” approach to unearth the tricky 
relationship between “race” and “authenticity” in the performance practice and experiences of 
the Ohio Northern University, a predominately white institution. She notes from Barker (2012):   
This fieldwork requires spending a significant period of time with people observing and 
listening to them, asking questions and participating in their lives with the goal being to 
produce what cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz calls “thick descriptions” of the 
array of multifaceted theoretical structures within which they operate, including the 
“unspoken and taken for granted assumptions ...” (in Thompson-Bradshaw, 2014, p. 23)  
This is a necessary component to get to the intricacies of “sound, style or technique, delivery 
style, and spirit” Robinson-Martin (2010, p. 151) desired. What’s more, it will help to properly 
situate the delicate role of “anointing”, so key to the “spirit” aspect of black vernacular 






The spirit or anointing is a very important element in gospel music performance (Wise, 
2000; Sellers, 2009; Turner, 2009; Robinson-Martin, 2010; 2017).  Singers are required to 
“evoke the Presence of God” in their performance and ministry opportunities (Robinson-Martin, 
2009). A lack of vocal power connotes a lack of “spirit” or “anointing” in the singing (Keyes, 
2009; Johnson, 1925, p. 60). Singers of the gospel, as heralds of the gospel of Jesus Christ, are 
expected to be under the anointing of the Spirit (God) as they sing the word of God in their 
music (Robinson Martin, 2014). Thus, if sickness is present, it may well be thought that the 
anointing is not and ministry is hindered (Sellers, 2009). Vocal disorder is associated with 
sickness and takes away from natural vocal power connoting spiritual lack by default. 
Christian theology is preoccupied with a necessity for health among its followers, and 
this is especially true in more charismatic branches. Contemporary Gospel was largely a 
movement of the more charismatic branches of Christianity including the Church of God in 
Christ/Full Gospel Baptist Fellowship, this belief system holds further sway in American 
Pentecostalism, which views sickness at times like a spirit that needs to be spoken against. This 
excerpt from the C.O.G.I.C. list of beliefs under Divine Healing sums up the thinking: 
“The Church of God in Christ believes in and practices Divine Healing. It is a 
commandment of Jesus to the Apostles (St. Mark 16:18). Jesus affirms his teachings on 
healing by explaining to His disciples, who were to be Apostles, that healing the afflicted 
is by faith (St. Luke 9:40-41). Therefore, we believe that healing by faith in God has 
scriptural support and ordained authority. St. James’ writings in his epistle encourage 
Elders to pray for the sick, lay hands upon them and to anoint them with oil, and that 
prayers with faith shall heal the sick and the Lord shall raise them up. Healing is still 
practiced widely and frequently in the Church of God in Christ, and testimonies of 
healing in our Church testify to this fact.” 
 
The Christian Bible teaches in various places that sickness is not from God and should be prayed 







“The Lord will also bring on you every kind of sickness and disaster not recorded in this 
Book of the Law, until you are destroyed.” 
 
But the hope of the Christian tradition has always been in the ultimate healing of sickness 
through proper prayer and trust in God: 
“He (Christ) was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the 
punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed.” 
(Isaiah 53:5) 
 
“Jesus cured many who had diseases, sicknesses, and evil spirits,” (Luke 7:12) 
 
Is anyone among you sick? Let them call the elders of the church to pray over them and 
anoint them with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer offered in faith will make the 
sick person well; the Lord will raise them up. If they have sinned, they will be 
forgiven.  (James 5:14-15) 
 
While health issues can happen, there is a deep expectation (both in the church and in the world 
of voice pedagogy) that healing be sought over against a handicapped instrument. 
In the well-publicized “cyst” found on the vocal cords of famed Contemporary Gospel 
singer Donnie McClurkin (Neechy, 2013). While the doctor did find the cyst according to his 
Facebook post, it was reported just a year later on May 21, 2014, in Empowering Everyday 
Women e-magazine that the prayer of a fellow contemporary gospel singer had healed him 
(EEW, 2014). Yet, in All Christian News.com, it was reported that Pastor McClurkin underwent 
surgery to remove the cyst on August 14, 2014.  
With such vocal demands, it seems impossible that there are no setbacks in vocal health. 
Yet and still, many singers have had much success singing in this idiom including Walter 
Hawkins, John P. Kee, Hezekiah Walker, Donnie McClurkin, Kim Burrell, Smokie Norful, 
Jessica Reedy, Tamela Mann, Tasha Cobbs, just to name a few, without injury. Given the roots 






learned to sing gospel music would provide an understanding of the underpinnings of CCM 
styles.  
The Intersection of Voice Health and Cultural Authenticity 
Gospel music is not a unilateral style charted through one black church. Rather, it has a 
history in various times and denominations (Boyer, 1995; Robinson-Martin, 2010; 2014; 2017; 
Sellers, 2009; Wise, 2000). Traditional gospel music was forged in A.M.E. and Baptist Churches 
with migrated African Americans from the “Sanctified Church”, but its soul is from the latter 
(Marovich, 2015; Kemp, 2019). Despite the early protests against gospel music in the mainline 
churches of upwardly mobile African Americans, Dorsey brought the blues back home to the 
church by developing the gospel sound with migrants to these cities. Contemporary Gospel 
Music finds it genesis from two major strands, charismatic denominations like the Church of 
God in Christ (C.O.G.I.C.) and late jazz and funk music structures (Boyer, 1995; Wise, 2000). It 
is this heavily ecstatic, improvisational, and virtuosic idiom that gives it both its excitement and 
difficulty. The singer must be adept at riffing (runs), improvisation, a complex sense of rhythm, 
seemingly effortless use of the entire vocal range and extreme upper range, and belting. Each of 
these techniques have been known to cause vocal injury if done improperly (Dixon, 1995; 
Robinson-Martin, 2010; 2017; Sellers, 2009).  
Additionally, the anointing is a trance-like experience often triggered during a vamp or 
during deep connections to text within a song (Shelley, 2019). As Brackett (2000) suggests, the 
“vamp at the end of gospel songs…allows for vocal/instrumental improvisations of increasing 
intensity causing a corresponding shift in the music to a higher energy level (p. 118).” Here, 
gospel singers and musicians do not just manufacture “intensity” but develop “musical 






The communal experience of meaning that emerges as gospel congregants engage gospel 
songs thus relies on particularized forms of listening and notions of musical ontology. 
The gospel stance, then, enacts the kind of active and agential mode of engagement that 
Judith Becker describes as a ‘habitus of listening’, though which gospel ceases to be ‘a 
thing-in-itself’ and becomes ‘a way for listeners to engage with one another and to make 
their way through the world. (Shelley, 2019, p. 183, 195) 
 
This need to “make their way” is the very reason the conversation around gospel singing 
pedagogy must center on gospel upbringing and learning. More should be known about how a 
singer develops these skills over time. Robinson-Martin (2017) recommends: 
Most important, teachers must recognize that when singing in the Spirit, the singer 
assumes a semiconscious state, at which time the execution of proper vocal technique is 
no longer a priority. This concept makes it imperative for vocal instructors to encourage 
their singers to understand the voice, its function, and its limitations in order to make 
educated choices about the types of vocal productions to use and the frequency of use 
during performance. (p. 165) 
 
Yet, navigating these “educated choices” run the risk of following the pattern of Jennie Robinson 
of Fisk and so many others who are not enculturated in the black gospel aesthetic that prefer, like 
Ms. Robinson, singing with “simplicity of style…free of unnatural effect” (Abbott & Seroff, 
2013, p. 21). Despite the benefits of technique and voice science, they unfortunately carry a 
Eurocentric lens and derivation, forcing the black gospel singer into a “double consciousness” 
(DuBois, 1903) of watering down or holding back their cultural aesthetic in performance to meet 
the perceived demands of classical training: 
It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at 
oneself through the eyes of others, of measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that 
looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his two-ness, —an American, a 
Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one 
dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder. The history of 
the American Negro is the history of this strife – this longing to attain self-conscious 
manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer self. In this merging he wishes 
neither of the older selves to be lost. He does not wish to Africanize America, for 
America has too much to teach the world and Africa. He wouldn't bleach his Negro blood 
in a flood of white Americanism, for he knows that Negro blood has a message for the 






American without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, without having the doors of 
opportunity closed roughly in his face (p. 5).  
 
This struggle can be seen today in performances of gospel music for white audiences 
versus black audiences. A great example is watching famed gospel singer Jessy Dixon sing his 
classic song “The Wicked Shall Cease from Troubling” in contrasting performances for Bill 
Gaither’s Gaither Music TV live recordings (Gaither, 2012; 2016) of pioneers in white gospel 
and black gospel circles. The version that includes a predominately white choir has a lively 
performance from Mr. Dixon full of the shouts, melodic improvisations, and robust speech 
singing indicative of gospel (Gaither, 2012). However, the predominately African American 
choir of “Gospel Pioneers” got a distinctively communicative performance with plenty of 
melodic and textual improvisation, more lilted syncopation, blue notes, and a healthy amount of 
preacher squalls. However, the most telling difference in this performance, is that many of the 
other artists joined Mr. Dixon with their own vocal effects in a truly collective improvisation 
(Gaither, 2016). This is the modern equivalent of the freedom found in the old “ring shouts” 
(Floyd, 1991, p. 137) of African ritual that found their way to the southern plantation. Another 
immediate difference is that the white choir sings the more proper “cease their troubling” 
(Gaither, 2012) while the black choir sings “cease from troublin’” (Gaither 2016), which is more 
traditional in the black church.  “Those who know the culture know when the notes and the 
rhythms do not fit the context and when the idiomatic orientation is wrong (Floyd, 1991, p. 
145).” Yet, few training models are distilling these experiences into actual repeatable 
instructional practices.  
Gospel Training in Full Color 
Some would call gospel singing training informal, but it is better understood as 






traditional way to learn gospel music is by singing in the church (Robinson-Martin, 2014, p. 337; 
2017, p. 77).” While it is a worthwhile endeavor to train gospel within the voice studio, it is also 
necessary to be culturally responsive in using its own practice and instructional environments as 
pedagogy also (Shaw, 2012; Robinson-Martin, 2020; Thompson-Bradshaw, 2014).   
Gospel is often learned in church and family, but more specifically in a communal setting 
that readily switches between soloists and group responding to one another in a “gospel of 
participation” (Braxton, 2019, p 187).  Much of gospel is derived from the sound of this preacher 
and congregation in the black church (Price, 2015; Holt, 1999; Cone, 1991; Williams-Jones, 
1975). Does immersion in the sound and rhythm of this experience yield a number of gospel 
techniques, or what Shelley describes as a truly “gospel stance” where they “grapple with a 
particular item of expressive culture to bring it into existence (Shelley, 2019, p. 187)”? How does 
public speaking in the black preaching style become important in gospel singing (Price, 2015; 
Holt, 1999)? What helps gospel singers explore the various onsets, articulator adjustments, and 
vocal effects used in gospel? Is it found in their declamation of biblical texts (Shelley, 2019)?  
As Shelley (2019) notes, how does this “troping cycle” and “musical and ideological remnant of 
the ring shout from the slave past (p. 194)” have an effect? Where does the preacher “whoop” 
that Price calls “singing the sermon” play a role? 
toward the end of the sermon when the preacher turns into part preacher and part singer, 
using rhythmic phrasing to deliver melodic statements that are improvised, emphatic, and 
often exaggerated in the form of melismata. The practices of “whooping” or “tuning up” 
are most often witnessed in traditional mainline churches within the Black Church 
Experience. (Price, 2015, p. 49)  
 
Costal and clavicular breathing is often the breathing used for gospel (Sellers, 2009), but what 
develops this? Dynamism in the larynx and pharynx is also important in gospel as Robinson-






combining kinesthetic awareness with aural perception (Robinson-Martin, 2016, p. 104).” Yet, 
this is often gained through experience in the black church. While CCM practitioners are taking 
greater care to expand the conversation around what the singer can do with these articulators to 
shape the vocal tract and achieve the stylistic sounds they want (Estill, 2017; LoVetri, 2013; as 
Robinson-Martin (2017) notes: 
There are times when a singer will desire the vocal effect that result from using 
constructor muscles. The brassy, edgy, growly sounds found in the gospel sound are, 
from a cultural perspective, an endeared and expected acoustical aspect of musical 
expression in gospel singing…the first objective when purposely adding an increased 
amount of contraction to any muscle along the vocal tract is learning how to contract the 
target muscle while keeping the surrounding muscles relaxed (p. 103).  
 
Yet, because gospel style shows up in so many different African American genre (Robinson-
Martin, 2017), it would follow that some of the ways to produce these sounds can be learned 
long before the vocal studio in a cultural context. Perhaps, the patterns of development within a 
black gospel upbringing shed light on how singers can catch the gospel sound and technique. 
Gospel Training in Context  
Countless singers in the extended family of gospel have stories of learning gospel 
through upbringing. Thomas Dorsey was raised in church and James Cleveland was raised in 
Thomas Dorsey’s and Roberta Martin’s Choir. R.H. Harris was raised in church but is said to 
have learned his singing from the birds he heard around him in Blackland settlement in Texas 
(Heilbut, 1997). Mattie Moss grew up in her mother’s small church in Memphis as did so many 
other artists growing up alongside family involved in church and music.  
 Shirley Caesar (1998) recounts that both her mother and father would sing gospel music 
and hymns around the home. She notes that “like my father, wherever I went or what I did, I was 
always singing (p. 35).” She would harmonize with her sister while doing dishes and neighbors 






fueled my desire to sing.” Her first connection to the anointing and to the message of gospel was 
when she was playing church in the backyard with siblings. Little did she know that “holy 
electricity” has transformed her playtime into a very real encounter with God (p. 28). She too 
found ample opportunities to grow in her ability as the invitations started rolling in from various 
churches, schools, and events.  
 Richard Smallwood (2019) was affected by church music at an early age. His mother 
would recount how before he could talk, he began to “hum melodies that I’d heard, especially 
song that I’d hear at church.” She would turn on the radio and play all kinds of black vernacular 
music including gospel, and her role in inspiring his music was crystalized through these 
experiences. By 3, he would often play songs he had heard at church on an upright piano. His 
mother encouraged the obsession by buying him a record player with various records to listen to 
and try to play. Apostolic (Pentecostal) and Baptist family members who had an organ in their 
apartment also left a mark. A group of three young women who were a singing group also lived 
next door to his uncle and he was often invited to sit with them spending hours listening as they 
practiced in their apartment. He could easily pick out harmony parts at a young age to his 
mother’s delight. 
 Gertrude Ward, the mother of Clara Ward and her sisters including Willa Ward-Royster 
(1997), grew up in the “fervor of Baptist services (p. 5).” These services taught many elements 
of gospel singing:  
Bible passages read by a deacon or assistant pastor are commonly repeated and 
expounded upon at length by the regular pastor. He admonishes his hearers with threats 
of burning hell for the sings of lying, drinking, fornicating, gambling, or disobeying any 
of the commandments God gave Moses. He may begin his sermon in a slow deliberate 
voice, then artfully modulate the intensity and tempo until his listeners are aroused to 
ecstasy. Almost every sentence is permeated with shouting and moaning from the 
congregation, each member contributing his or her own, seldom varying expression such 






Preachers adopt various styles. The singing preacher may introduce, accompany, 
and end his message with songs to create a mood of joy or sorrow or repentance and to 
wrest passionate responses from his flock. The healing preaching calls on the power of 
God to mend and cleanse the body of the sufferer, usually transmitting the divine energy 
by the ‘laying on of hands’ and repeated entreaties. Whatever the style, something 
mystical envelops the worshippers. Weak strong, bold, timid—all leave conscious 
posturing behind and ‘get the spirit’; they may speak in tongues, scream, faint, laugh, cry, 
or dance.  The unbridled spontaneity of ‘getting happy’ is the chief joy that some have in 
life (p. 5-6).”  
 
Outside of church was the opportunity to see the same people in everyday life. In this rich 
experience, Gertrude imitated how the “elders talked and walked” (p. 6) and created songs based 
on the field and railroad workers nearby. She also picked up sounds: 
“Borrowed from animals, wind, raindrops, saws being pulled through wood, train 
whistles, and wheels running on the tracks—even lovers’ utterances at the apex of 
passion. The rhythmical gestures of women working over washtubs was further 
inspiration, the wu, sha-wu, shaw-wu of their knuckles on srub boards evolved into the 
crisp deeper tones produced by the strumming masculine, work hardened fingernails  
(p. 7). 
 
It follows that jug playing comes from drunk induced creativity of men “long sipping the 
homemade alcoholic joy the jug held (p.7).” These experiences taught Gertrude and her brothers 
a lot about music and music making as her brothers play banjo and fiddle at various events. 
 Gertrude and her brothers passed this on to Clara and her sister Willa and inspired a 
gospel empire. For Clara and Willa’s part, they lived close by lots of family and would often 
dance to every song they heard with the latest dance moves. Willa knew all the words to every 
song and would sing them to the delight of family and friends. Because they knew the songs so 
well, they would play them on a toy piano at home and try to harmonize. This grew in 
sophistication as they got older and played on real pianos. It was a roll piano owned by a family 
member that taught them the proper mechanics of playing as they memorized the sequence of 
keys being played. Growing up during the great migration of family and friends from the south, 






churches that inspired their mother Gertrude to start her own house church with her daughters as 
the musicians.  
 The girls learned many other lessons from Gertrude, who learned “right along with the 
rest of those who were building on what Charles Albert Tindley and Lucie Campbell had laid 
down before” 
 Kirk Franklin was exposed to his great aunt (who later became his adoptive mother) and 
great uncle’s music. Jack Franklin was a piano player that “played jazz and hymns and all kinds 
of popular music (p. 27).” His playing “hypnotized” Kirk and he would listen for hours and clap 
and dance to the music. It inspired him to get up one day and begin playing on the piano. He 
even took piano lessons with a lady from down the street. By the time he was four, he was 
playing piano in church and accompanying various church groups. Gertrude took him to church 
multiple times a week and would sing to Kirk all the time. He also got ample opportunities to 
preach within his church at a young age. It all left an indelible mark.  
 These artists learned in context similar to even more contemporary gospel artists like the 
Walls Group, Kierra Sheard, and little Shyon Clark. Kierra Sheard famously followed her 
mother, Karen Clark of the Clark Sister’s voice in singing the song “The Safest Place/the Will of 
God” on her mother’s Finally Karen Album released in 1997 on Island Music. On it, she sings 
the second solo following her mother, but then Karen leads little Kierra in singing each line 
using the same vocal effects that she hears from her mother. The cute experience features a 9-
year-old Kierra dutifully but haphazardly trying to follow her mother’s riffs and runs. The 
experience has been replayed over and over again and was even reprised many times on 
YouTube when Kierra was an adult gospel artist. The gimmick now is that Kierra can now not 






crowd. In one recent YouTube post from August 30, 2018, when the two sang together at Bennet 
Career Institute, mother even remarks after hearing one of Kierra’s much more advanced musical 
responses, “Now, I didn’t do all that!” to laughter from the crowd. Eventually, Karen goes 
completely more advanced echoing herself, but always leave the final musical passage to Kierra 
to share her own style. The excited applause and cheers nearly drown out any sound from the 
stage. Karen used to do a similar thing with her older sister Twinkie Clark and her own mother 
Dr. Mattie Moss Clark. Dr. Clark also did this with Twinkie when she was young.  
The Walls Group often post videos of their songs on Instagram and YouTube, but this 
particular YouTube post from September 20, 2015, is one of the most instructive. It depicts all 
eight Walls children being led by their mother (off camera) in the song “Noah” by the gospel 
quartet styled group, the Gospel Wonders. Though the Gospel Wonders are a relatively new 
group to the quartet scene, their 2004 release of “Noah” would put the oldest Walls child, Darrel, 
at only 6 years of age. Judging from the “here we go again” faces and phone scrolling from the 
older kids, they undoubtedly learned this song through their mother many years ago and passed it 
down to each new child. It begins with Mother Walls leading and the youngest Walls child in 
singing the opening lines in call and response fashion. She dutifully copies her mother to the best 
of her vocal abilities. The mother exhibiting a mature alto gospel sound instructs and keeps time 
for all the kids. Eventually, one of the older kids, Alic “Paco” takes over leadership with his 
baritone voice and the kids continue in complete harmony with every child taking a part. They 
communicate through listening and watching and small non-verbal cues between one another to 
know which part comes next and what vocal inflections to use. There are interjections of 
encouragement and improvised melodic structures and comments that propel the mid-tempo 






they take the song to a rousing vamp where each older Walls Child takes a turn leading the 
throng.  
 In Shyon Clark’s postings on Instagram, his father Johnnie Clark often plays next to his 
son on organ. His father is a singer, songwriter, and gospel artist himself. In one particular 
posting from June 17, 2020, Johnnie leads his song in playing the Andrae Crouch tune, “The 
Blood Will Never Lose Its Power” and sings the melody and play piano while his son leads on 
the organ. Father and son are communicating different chord structures as they play with a 
drummer in back. Shyon is looking back to father for approval at first until finally he seems to 
have it and they both get caught up in a full gospel free play of the song together. You can see 
Shyon bounce his head back and forth in joy and gospel trance playing with Dad. Eventually, 
they get to the breakdown constantly turning around on the IV chord in a gospel vamp and father 
and son take turns adding their own rhythmic and melodic improvisation over the chord 
structures. At one point, Johnnie is so proud and spiritually moved that he begins to vocal 
improvise words from the song over the turnaround. However, he leaves the final gospel shout to 
Shyon as he raises the closing chords. Everything is done without talking, but solely using non-
verbal and musical cues through listening to one another. Dad has undoubtedly passed this on to 
his son through ever increasing complexity.  
This study seeks to uncover the deeper questions surrounding this quandary and hear 
from the actual performers about their practices and the practices that were passed down in an 
ethnographic way using their own language and heritage beyond of the strictures of voice science 













Purpose & Introduction 
The purpose this study was to explore with 12 professional gospel singers, their 
perceptions of how they developed and maintained a healthy and successful gospel singing voice 
and what role, if any, formal voice training played in that development. The research sought to 
answer the following questions: 
1. How do gospel singers describe their experience in learning to sing gospel music? 
2. To what extent is formal/classical training necessary in order to be a gospel singer? 
3. How do gospel singers characterize a healthy gospel singing voice? 
4. What activities do gospel singers engage in to maintain a vibrant singing voice? 
Participants & Setting 
The goal was not to measure these perceptions or to get quantifiable data on the pedagogical 
aspects of gospel singing, but rather to describe them. Therefore, a qualitative research approach 
was chosen. However, in order to unearth the perceptions and experiences of these singers, a 
descriptive collective case study design was best. A representative biography of the learning 
experiences of gospel singers through literary works coupled with interviews of professional 
gospel singers about their developmental experiences and voice maintenance practices along 
with observations of amateur gospel artists teaching/coaching gospel singing yielded clear 
information about the cultural pedagogy of gospel singing.  In order to promote consistency, 






performing gospel singers.   With a concern for hearing from professional gospel singers about 
how they have been developed and continue to maintain their voices for gospel singing, the 
sample size was 12 professional gospel singers who fit at least four of the following criteria: 
Figure 8: Criteria for Professional Gospel Singers  
by Darryl Jordan 
 
• Demonstrated recording impact by a Billboard (Gospel) charting song/album 
• Volume of solo voice work (alone or backed by choirs/praise teams) 
• Singing/Music pedagogy experience as Choir director, vocal arranger, 
• Industry saturation/influence 
• Longevity in the industry (at least 5 years) 
• Choral direction/vocal arrangement experience 
• Cross-cultural gospel background 
                            (Sellers, 2009; Robinson-Martin, 2009; 2014; 2017; Pollard, 2008) 
In interviews (in Figure, it was necessary to get demographic information in order to 
know the type of participants being interviewed including name, age, gender, and geographic 
region of upbringing. Contextual information about their backgrounds centered on church 
denomination of upbringing, occupation in the gospel industry, length of time singing gospel 
music, and style of gospel music typically sung. This information served to rightly place their 
gospel experience within certain styles periods and voice type. The bulk of the interview 
centered on perceptions about their development in gospel music including their teachers and 
types of training experiences they had. Additionally, it was important to determine the role, in 
any, traditional/formal voice training played in their development and any information related to 






Further theoretical information was gained from questions about their perceptions of 
healthy singing, the necessity of voice training, the most important aspects of voice maintenance 
for gospel singing, and the role of “anointing” in this voice production and performance. The 
following is a template for the interview including opening demographic and contextual 
questions with perceptual and theoretical questions that followed. If interested, Artists were also 
invited to take part in the observation process where the principal investigator would observe 
them in rehearsals/workshop to get a better description of maintenance practices and any 
developmental tools heard in pedagogical settings. However, because these practices were in the 
present and had already been affected by formal training, it seemed outside the scope of this 
research.  Instead, talented young gospel musicians like Johnnie Clarks, and youth gospel singing 
groups, like the Walls Group, and Karen Clark-Sheard and Kierra Sheard were identified and 
observed on video to describe the ways they make music, interact with one another, and learn. 
Previously filmed/recorded interviews with gospel artists were also consulted to further 
triangulate the discussion. Interview questions are listed below in Figure 5. 
Figure 9: Interview Questions 
Break Every Chain: Cultural Pedagogy Interview Questions 
by Darryl Jordan 
1. What is your name? 
2. What is your age? 
3. How would you identify yourself? 
4. Where were you born and where did you grow up? 
5. In what region are you currently living? 
6. What voice part do you consider yourself to sing? 
7. How long have you been singing gospel music? 
8. In what church denomination did you primarily learn to sing gospel? 
9. How would you describe your occupation in the gospel industry? 
10. What style(s) of gospel music do you primarily sing? 






• Why did you fall in love with gospel music? 
• When and where did you learn to sing gospel music? 
• Who was the greatest influence on your gospel singing development? 
• What are the most important lessons you learned about gospel singing? 
2.     To what extent is formal/classical training necessary in order to be a gospel singer? 
• What does the phrase “formal voice training” mean to you? 
• Have you ever had “formal” or traditional voice training? Why or why not? 
• If so, when and where and for how long did you take this “formal” training? 
• Do gospel singers need formal voice training in order to successful gospel singers, 
why or why not? 
3.     How do gospel singers characterize a healthy gospel singing voice? 
• How would you describe the gospel voice sound? 
• How would you characterize a healthy gospel singing voice? 
• Have you ever experienced vocal issues/injury? What and why? 
4.     What activities do gospel singers engage in to maintain a vibrant gospel singing 
voice? 
• How would you describe the frequency of your voice use per week? What activities 
does this entail? 
• How would you describe the role of “the anointing” in gospel singing? 
• What are the most important things a gospel singer should do to maintain a vibrant 
gospel voice? 
• How would you describe your vocal range? How has it changed or developed since 
you began a career in gospel music? 
 
Pilot Study 
 Two pilot studies were taken prior to this research in order to determine preliminary 
information about the relationship between voice health and pedagogy, gospel singing, and 
cultural upbringing. The first was a survey taken of singers who regularly sing contemporary 
gospel music and/or train gospel singers. Questions ranged from personal demographic 
information to geographic upbringing, denominational affiliation, experience with formal voice 
training and specific subjects in voice, experience with vocal fatigue or injury resulting from 
gospel and non-gospel singing, and methods of personal voice maintenance (Appendix B). There 






Vocally, singers were using their voices constantly in church settings with over 65% 
saying they used their voice in some sort of singing capacity 2-3 times per week. The 
respondents categorized their voices in both a classical and in a gospel, setting considering 
gospel music rarely uses the mezzo voice nor the bass voice (Robinson-Martin, 2014). 14% of 
the respondents classified as Sopranos in a classical setting compared with 28% mezzo sopranos, 
14% alto, 35% Tenor, and 7% Baritone. In the gospel setting, both tenors and altos jumped to 
50% and 29%, respectively, with 14% sopranos, and still 7% Baritone. There were no Basses 
from either a classical or gospel setting. This change may be indicative of the lack of a mezzo-
soprano and a lack of writing for a baritone in gospel settings. 
In terms of how they are using their voices in a performance/ministry setting, 85% serve 
in some sort of solo Worship Leader/Cantor capacity, 77% also sing in the choir and 62% serve 
on a praise team. 62% of the respondents also serve in some sort of music direction. 
Additionally, 23% use their voices for the service of prayer and 15% also preach. Using a Likert-
type scale, respondents were asked about the degree of their involvement with singing in general 
and also about their level of involvement in singing contemporary gospel music. All of the 
respondents said they spend at least sometimes performing contemporary gospel music. While 
57% of them said they perform it often and 36% said they only perform it sometimes, only 7% of 
the respondents said they always perform contemporary gospel music. 65% of the respondents 
spend 2-3 times per week performing contemporary gospel music, while 30% spend only once a 
week performing contemporary gospel. This serves to validate the sample as a group of regular 
performers of contemporary gospel music. 
Surprisingly, 93% of the respondents had taken private voice lessons. A little over 83% 






lessons covered, the majority of them centered on classical repertoire (100%), spirituals 
(91.67%), breathing/breath support (91.67%), registration (83.33%), vowel shaping (83.33%), 
tone production (75%), and the removal of muscular tension (67%). Only 42% said they studied 
gospel repertoire, 33% dealt with belting techniques, 33% studied Jazz, and merely 25% studied 
Pop/Commercial Music during these lessons. Yet, when asked to designate their listening 
choices, 100% listened to contemporary gospel and 92% listened to traditional gospel. This is 
compared to 82% listening to Jazz, 69% listening to Classical music and 76% listening to 
R&B/Soul. Thus, listening choices are far more in the gospel and commercial music realm than 
their private lessons covered.   
Figure 10 
Private Lesson Curricular Coverage 
 
























































Respondents were then asked about their vocal health. Asked on average what they 
experience on a regular basis as singers, they replied: 
Figure 11 
Regular Voice Health/Baseline 
  
– 

























































































Never– Rarely– Sometimes– Often– Always– Total– 
Breathy 
sound 
9 2 2 1 0 14 
 
Whether this is correlated to private vocal training or not is beyond the scope of this 
study, but less than half responded that they sometimes feel difficulty singing higher tones 
(42%), feelings of being heavily mucosal (36%), pain in making vocal sound (29%), and  14% 
felt breathy or hoarse. Yet, the majority of respondents said they rarely or never have these types 
of vocal issues. This changed slightly, with a few more (14.29% more in hoarseness and 7.14% 
more in all other areas) experiencing these issues “often” after singing contemporary gospel 
music: 
Figure 12 
Voice Health After Singing Contemporary Gospel 
  
– 








































































































Almost half (46% ) have seen a doctor for vocal injury or issues with their voice. Yet, 
71% said they have never experienced a vocal injury. For those that did, the injury was at least 
diagnosed by a doctor, but 60% of them took place after singing contemporary gospel music on a 
regular basis. It should be noted that only 4 of the 15 responded to the question of vocal injury. 








































Total Respondents: 4  
 
 
The sample was completely split on whether they have cancelled or postponed a 
performance/ministry opportunity because of vocal fatigue, issue, or injury. When breaking 
down these categories, 93% rarely (64%) or never (29%) cancelled or postponed a performance 
because of sickness. Again, 93% rarely (43%) or never (50%) cancelled a performance for vocal 
fatigue. Surprisingly, 93% also rarely (29%) or never (64%) cancelled or postponed due to vocal 
injury. Responding that “sleep”, “not trying to sing above the band”, “warming up before hand 
and not singing so much”, “singing softer”, and “rest more often” as preventative measures for 
ensuring health while singing contemporary gospel music. One respondent said that “employing 
classical training/breathing/vocal onset awareness” was a viable way to prevent vocal 
issue/fatigue/injury from singing contemporary gospel music.  
There was a clear perception that gospel music can be detrimental to the vocal 
instrument, yet few experienced increases in their usual vocal issues after singing gospel music. 
Most of the singers were trained vocalists spending the majority of that time studying classical 
voice technique. Yet, little time was spent on the techniques so stylistically important for 
contemporary gospel music like “gospel repertoire, belting techniques, and jazz improvisation” 
(Robinson-Martin, 2017). Very few express incidences of vocal injury, Perhaps, because of time 
spent on tone production, registration, breathing, singers are better equipped to handle the 
challenges. Or, like so many others have found, perhaps it was not the singing alone that caused 
most damage to the voice (Vaughn-Smith, 2013; Sataloff, 2006; Keidar, 2004) The respondents 
in this survey rarely if ever cancelled or postponed performance/ministry opportunities either as 






A more comprehensive study into the length of private lessons, nature of these lessons, 
and more detailed timeline of performance would be needed to definitively support these 
statements. More would need to be determined about their attitudes or feelings toward singing 
and ministry, and a deeper breakdown of vocal health injuries related to gospel music would be 
needed. Not surprisingly, a larger sample size would need to be surveyed, with an interview 
process so as to get clear feedback from each specific circumstance.  
 Therefore, second open response survey (Figure 5) was given to five gospel singers. One 
singer was an African American classically trained vocal pedagogue who is not only a winner in 
the Metropolitan Opera National Council Auditions, a veteran of New York City Opera, and a 
longtime minister of music in the Baptist and A.M.E. churches training and singing with gospel 
choirs and grew up in Florida and New York. The second singer was an African American 
former member of Kirk Franklin’s gospel choir and a gospel and jazz recording artist in her own 
right who also sings and leads music in gospel and traditional churches and is from Dallas, TX. 
The third singer was a winner of Sunday’s Best gospel competition, Broadway actor, gospel 
recording artist, Nyack College trained turned professor in their gospel degree, and voice 
pedagogue from Yonkers, NY. The fourth singer is an African American classically trained 
voice pedagogue at NYU with her own studio of singers trained for musical theater and classical 
stage who is a recorded and traveled classical singer in her own right and longtime musical 
minister in the church from the southern U.S. The fifth singer is a gospel singer, recording artist, 
and professional background singer with many of the gospel industry elite. He came to gospel 
through training in high school under a well-known New York City pedagogue who is a Bishop 






choral ensemble. Later trained at Nyack College in classical style, he continued to work toward 
becoming a pedagogue in his own right as a master student. 
Figure 14: FOCUSED PILOT INTERVIEW 
“Worth”: The Pedagogy, Health, & Success of the Contemporary Gospel Singer 
Darryl A Jordan 
February 2018 
Teachers College Columbia University 
 
*Singers Asked the following questions for open response 
 
1.     How do you as a gospel singer, describe your experience in learning to sing gospel 
music? 
2.     What role, if any, does formal training play in your gospel singing development? 
3.     How do you as a gospel singer, characterize a healthy singing voice? 
4.     What activities do you as a gospel singer, engage in to maintain a vibrant singing voice? 
 
Similar among each respondent was the difficulty in determining a specific beginning to 
gospel training, but that there was never a sense that gospel needed to be trained. As one 
respondent put it, “Singing gospel music has always been purely intuitive. It’s the music I first 
remember hearing and the first music I sang publicly.” Comments get more pointed when it 
came to formal training as each singer believed formal training was necessary for the voice, but 
not necessarily for gospel style.  
“It was not always a part of my expression, nor did it enhance my bottom line. In that 
regard I will say formal training doesn't have a designated role in gospel music. It is 
mostly a variable. I might also add that the origin of the art form far surpasses any access 
of the originators to this said formal training.” 
 
There seemed to be some confusion about the third question whether to characterize the “healthy 
voice” or the “healthy gospel voice.” One singer identified that, “I would characterize a 
flourishing gospel voice as a voice that is ever free. I believe that free is the nucleus of the 






to come up again and again. When asked about maintenance regimen, each singer had their own 
style, but most expressions centered on a complex marrying of formal training techniques, rest, 
and spiritual health coupled with bodily health:   
“Finally, the spiritual aspect of singing is extremely important to me, as it is the healing 
that comes with the gift/ability to sing. Gospel music has a message of testimony, hope 
and healing. When that message is conveyed to others, first through your experience(s) 
and your belief in its healing powers (because you have witnessed what it feels like to be 
healed by it), there is nothing like it—a true blessing. It is why I am so grateful and 
express my gratitude daily.” 
 
Little was gleaned about the actual “how” these skills and abilities developed. 
Nonetheless, there is a case for this study. As contemporary gospel gets more demanding, its 
singers are definitely trained to withstand many vocal issues. However, it is unclear how many of 
these more classically based training methods could prepare the singer to withstand the necessity 
for more belting and improvisational techniques. Vocal Injury may be a “spirit” that needs to be 
prayed away (Dixon, 1992; Sellers, 2009; Robinson-Martin, 2017), but perhaps there was more 
to the training than had been explored. 
Literature on Methods 
In order to consider better ways to get at this description, a review of literature was 
undertaken to identify a study that might support a cultural pedagogy of gospel music. This was 
neither to show that voice science or traditional/CCM voice pedagogy do not serve the aims of 
gospel singing style, but rather that an opportunity may be present to expand the conversation 
around gospel’s pedagogical tools. Since gospel singing has influenced most CCM styles, is 
largely an oral history centered in the religious and cultural coterie of African Americans and is 
often interpreted by means of language and instruments of the dominant culture, it was necessary 






Professional gospel singers offered first rate and firsthand information about these 
developmental experiences. 
While other research into gospel singing pedagogy have undertaken methods including 
the development of pedagogical tools for gospel music (Robinson-Martin, 2010, 2014, 2017; 
Sellers, 2009), a participant observation of two gospel choirs in rehearsal and performance 
(Arthur, 2004), of a mentoring program where the researcher served as gospel choir teaching 
mentor to three teachers with no background in the idiom (Turner, 2009). Another method of 
research into gospel singing pedagogy even used collective case-study with unstructured 
interviews as a basis for discussion of best practices in voice maintenance (Sellers, 2009). Yet, 
the focus was not on the pedagogy of upbringing and lived experiences within the culture 
(Arthur, 2004; Burger; 1968; Klara, 2015). It was more helpful to get a sense of how these 
musicians could, to the best of their knowledge, codify their own upbringing, learning, and 
pedagogy in gospel singing like Jazz also did in Fraser’s (1983) seminal work on jazz 
improvisation.  
Finding its way into higher education almost 50 years earlier, it was best to take a page 
from Jazz’s own search for a culturally relevant pedagogy. Fraser (1983), looking to unearth the 
pedagogy of improvisation from the experiences of the culture makers, chose a representative 
biography of Jazz musicians’ early development in improvisation along with a collective case-
study through interviewing prominent Jazz musicians of the time. Lastly, he then employed a 
community-study methodology in order to generalize these results to the wider population of 
Jazz musicians. Moreover, the ethno-pedagogy work of Arthur (2004) was instructive in its 






spectrum of voice practitioners connected to gospel music. In order to capture a pedagogy of 
gospel singing in context of the culture that produces it, a similar approach was taken. 
Plan of Data Collection & Analysis 
First, a representative biography of the developmental experiences of professional gospel 
singers told through autobiographical and interview articles and online video resources provided 
a background and framework for analysis. Secondly, a collective case study of 12 professional 
gospel singers who have innovated and continue to propel the art form produced a clear 
comparison of developmental experiences across a wide spectrum of gospel styles and periods. 
Additionally, Fraser (1983) was right that this study should not have been so limited as to miss 
the clear opportunities for “abstract generalities” through the interviews: 
The experiences of one jazzman alone would suffice to set out a general structure of 
activities within this process; however, the experiences of many players provide a lively 
range of actual behaviors from which one can abstract generalities and perceive a more 
realistic and color view of the jazz community (p. 27). 
 
With gospel’s backlog of ethnomusicological and historical research, this methodology put this 
body of work to use for the sake of pedagogy while opening conversation for what was 
happening on the ground. It aided in the description of the pedagogy that is deeply rooted in the 
oral tradition of the African American Church tradition. While an actual pedagogy was still 
beyond the scope of this research, it filled in the gaps where traditional voice pedagogy fell short 
and redefined the cultural learning of gospel singing. 
 Interviews were taken with 12 participants, and each was digitally transcribed through a 
transcription service. Following transcription, each interview was read over many times to 
identify major themes in connection to the research questions. The themes became codes through 






categorized according to the codes and codes were consolidated where appropriate to better 
organize the data. Then, codes were transferred to word maps allowing the most common topics 
discussed in the quotes to emerge. The codes were realigned to the research questions. Repetitive 
key words and descriptions from the interview quotes were identified, analyzed, and categorized 
according to the codes and research questions.  
Validity & Reliability 
Validity is established by the backgrounds and current gospel industry roles of each participant. 
They represented professional gospel singers of varying ages and genders and multiple regions 
of the United States. Their experiences growing up learning gospel and singing and working in 
various roles in the industry make them authentic and elite perspectives in the gospel idiom. 
Research was valid because it was informed by two pilot studies and a thorough review of the 
literature. The Data was reliable because it was the unedited responses of a large sample of 
professional gospel singers in collective case study. Additionally, a member check was 
completed with participants to review the accuracy of the data. Data is triangulated through 
observations and representative biographies of other professional gospel singers.  
Limitations 
This study explored with professional gospel singers their perceptions of how they 
developed their gospel art. However, the bulk of this was dependent upon memories and 
recollections. Therefore, this research did not fully capture the phenomenology of the gospel 
training in action. While descriptions were familiar to many readers, they were not necessarily 
definitive. Moreover, because participants’ identities were withheld, specific connections 
between people, places, and context were not fully described. This study was not designed to 






learning experiences professional gospel singers had while growing up that served to develop 
their gospel singing abilities and success. Experiences that may or may not be instructional were 
described, not codified into curricular statements.  
In summary, this was a qualitative study that explored with 12 professional gospel 
singers, their perceptions of how they developed and maintained a healthy and successful gospel 
singing voice and what role, if any, formal voice training played in that development. Data was 
gathered using a descriptive collective case study methodology in order to answer the following 
questions: 
1. How do gospel singers describe their experience in learning to sing gospel music? 
2. To what extent is formal/classical training necessary in order to be a gospel singer? 
3. How do gospel singers characterize a healthy gospel singing voice? 
4. What activities do gospel singers engage in to maintain a vibrant singing voice? 
The goal of this methodology was to get more “abstract generalities” (Fraser, 1983) of the 
descriptions identified and gain a deeper understanding of the complex relationship between 



















Gospel training like many African American style training is about family. Fraser (1983) 
notes that even in jazz, “there is a tendency for jazz improvisational skills to bridge generations, 
often through the family line” (p. 13). Gospel started in the “Black Church”, but church was not 
simply an institution for African Americans, it was an extension of family (Gates, 2021; Sellers, 
2009; Ward-Royster et. al, 1997). Gates (2021) notes: 
The signal aspects of African American culture were planted, watered, given light and 
nurtured in the Black Church, out of the reach and away from the watchful eyes of those who 
would choke the life out of it. We have to give the church its due as a source of our ancestors 
unfathomable resiliency and perhaps the first formalized side for the collective fashioning and 
development of so many African American aesthetic forms. Although Black people made spaces 
for secular expression, only the church afforded room for all of it to be practiced at the same 
time. And only in the church could all the arts emerge, be on display, be practiced and perfected, 
and be expressed at one time and in one place, including music, dance, and song; rhetoric and 
oratory; poetry and prose; textual exegesis and interpretation, memorization, reading, and 
writing; the dramatic arts and scripting; call and response, signifying, and indirection; 
philosophizing and theorizing; and of course, mastering all of “the flowers of speech”…The 
Black Church was the cultural cauldron that Black people created to combat a system designed 
in every way to crush their spirit. (p. xx, xxii) 
 
Collectively, these churches make up the oldest institution created and controlled by 
African Americans, and they are more than simply places of worship. In the centuries since its 
birth in the time of slavery, the Black Church has stood as the foundation of Black religious, 
political, economic, and social life (p. 1).  
 
The names and faces of gospel music are professional artists, but their start and 
development in gospel music is about a life lived among family in church events, dinner tables, 






 It’s Mahalia Jackson cooking meals in her home for Thomas Dorsey and doing little 
Clara Ward and her sisters’ hair while her goddaughter, Rev. C.L. Franklin’s little girl Aretha, 
looks on. It’s a young James Cleveland singing in the youth choir at Pilgrim Baptist in Chicago 
under the direction of Thomas Dorsey and Roberta Martin. It’s a young Dr. Mattie Moss Clark 
growing up next to her brother Bill Moss as they learn from their singing, preaching, and guitar 
playing mother Bishop Mattie Walker Moss. It became the foundation that would become Bill 
Moss’ Celestials, the Southwest Michigan Mass Choir, and the Clark Sisters. It’s the Clark 
Sisters growing up in Detroit at church with their music director mother Dr. Mattie Moss Clark 
and singing in her Southwest Jurisdictional Conference choirs with a young Rev. James Moore 
and all 10 of the Winans’ kids. Their parents, Delores and David “Mom and Pop” Winans met in 
James Cleveland’s Lucille Lemon Gospel Choir, but they had no idea their courting would lead 
to the birth and development of their ten gospel stars including Ron and Marvin of the Winans 
singing group, and the dynamic duo, BeBe and CeCe Winans.  
Little Jonathan McClure probably did not consider the education he was getting to watch 
his mother Rubenstein McClure sing in the Institutional Church of God in Christ Radio Choir in 
Brooklyn, NY until he later connected with Jonathan Nelson, Darin Atwater, and Richard 
Smallwood while a student at Morgan State University. Smallwood, much older than the others, 
attended school just forty minutes away at the great Howard University becoming a founding 
member and pianist of their gospel choir, which became the progenitor of college gospel choirs 
nationwide. It was in those music school practice rooms that he started the Richard Smallwood 
Singers and the careers of Angela Winbush and Maurette Brown-Clark. In fact, Atwater and 






while he was attending services and rehearsals with his mom’s choir director, Richard 
Smallwood.  The story could be endless and continues to this day. 
The data for this research is a snapshot of that family. They represent preachers, vocal 
recording artists, background singers, songwriters, choir directors, vocal coaches, pianists and 
organists. Sometimes, they carry all these roles at once. Their ages range from 31-59, and each 
tell of story of their upbringing in gospel and their experience with formal training. While their 
true identity is withheld for the scope of this research, their experiences are familiar with 
implications far beyond the church. Each participant is introduced by giving their name, age at 
interview, age of earliest memory learning gospel, their state of upbringing, church denomination 
where they grew up and primarily learned gospel. Each portrait is organized using the conceptual 
framework of this study highlighting “gospel upbringing”, “formal training”, and how they 
“manage the vortex” of these sometimes-competing goals.  
WHITNEY, 37 (6/Texas/Baptist & AME) 
“Formal training, to me, it means a training that has been written down, something that's been 
thought about, placed, tried, a training that kind of like a one rule for them all.” 
 
Gospel upbringing 
Whitney grew up in Houston, Texas in a small Baptist church where family included everyone 
from the choir to the ministry leaders. A sought-after singer, actor, recording artist, this 37-year-
old African American wife and mother began singing at the age of 6 at church. Typical of many 
small southern churches, her family would only hold service one Sunday a month and fellowship 
with other churches on the other Sundays, so she was trained in gospel in the Baptist, Methodist, 
and A.M.E. churches. In the same way, her gospel upbringing was “all inclusive” because she 
listened to the family around her. She would regularly attend choir rehearsal where her 






I mean, what I did, what I learned was how to harmonize because my, whenever there 
was a song that was to be sung, my church did a lot of quartet singing, so whenever there 
was a part, um, I had an aunt, my Aunt Della, and every time, my grandma would sing 
something, my aunt would sing a third under her and I learned how to harmonize by 
singing that part that my aunt wasn’t singing. 
 
She learned to harmonize by listening to her aunts and grandmother locate harmonies around a 
melody and learned gospel solos while listening to her uncle sing songs straight in the first verse 
but making them his own in the second. Her pastor’s vocal effects while preaching, while a 
source of comedy for her cousins, taught her how to sing:  
He had this way of finishing the sermon that, it kind of taught me how to be loose with 
my vocals because we used to, we (laughter), he just died this year. He, he would say 
(husky preacher squall and series of sliding notes), and my cousins and I would just laugh 
and laugh and laugh. And then what I noticed when I got older, I just started singing like 
that because he has a way of just you know, weaving in and out of notes.  
 
While she had a rich history singing, learning, and leading music among family, she was 
encouraged by her white grade school music teachers to get formally trained as a classical 
Soprano in high school and college. The impetus for this training was because she was a good 
singer.  
Formal training 
 Upon entering college, Whitney worked with a white conductor and voice coach who had 
a tremendous impact on her development. Yet, it was with an African American professor who 
was comfortable in the operatic, jazz, and gospel styles, who became the biggest influence in her 
life. She studied breathing and diction, but he also knew how to “use the gospel gifts to infuse it 
into his work.” While gospel singing was not officially part of her formal training, she used 
gospel when learning to sing classical song:  
You know, I will say no (to the question of whether gospel ever clashed with classical 
training) because I didn’t use it, I didn’t use my gospel background in my singing. I only 






learning it…in the beginning we do the Kyrie and I was like (sings the opening line of the 
Kyrie from Beethoven Mass in C), but in my mind I was looking at the notes…. but it 
doesn’t connect because it’s just notes. So, I’m wondering (sings the passage again with a 
gospel sound) to put some emotion into it, so that when I actually sing it properly, it is 
not devoid of emotion. 
 
She would often transform classical choral and solo repertoire into gospel sound in order to sing 
it with emotion and connection. It is still a learning technique she uses today.  
Managing the vortex 
 This ability to connect and communicate emotion is a through-line in the gospel singers 
that have influenced her the most. The uniqueness of each artist made their vocal presentations 
iconic and innovative. Despite her continued involvement in both classical and gospel 
performance, she has never experienced vocal injury. While she does admit to allergies, gospel 
has never depleted her soprano instrument. This is because she knows how far to go with her 
voice, and she does not try to imitate other artists:  
“I know how far to go with my voice. I also recognize that I don’t have to imitate 
someone that gospel music does for each artist is something different and my voice is my 
voice and whatever comes out of my mouth, while I’m singing gospel music is gospel 
music. So, don’t have to try to growl or do all these things that would otherwise hurt my 
voice.”  
 
While her frequency singing gospel varies from week to week, she has to function as an artist, 
worship leader, music director, vocal coach, and actor regularly. She notes that:  
"My mother pointed out that she can only hear me at my best when it’s something that I 
believe in…vocal technique, it changes. By allowing myself to be freer, I’m allowing 
myself to kind of free up my vocal cord for where, sometimes, I’m even surprised at 
where I’m going.” 
 
She has learned enough about “vocal care” and general use coupled with the ear training and 







JIMMY, 33 (9, New York, Seventh Day Adventist & C.O.G.I.C.) 
“My parents were Seventh Day Adventists… I kind of, I guess found a little bit of it within the 
Seventh Day Adventist Church but not until, you know, the Pentecostal church, Church of God in 
Christ that I really kind of took the gospel.” 
 
Gospel upbringing 
Jimmy, a 33-year-old Afro-Caribbean/Haitian, is a singer, choir director, music minister, 
organist, and producer from New York City. He was raised as a Seventh Day Adventist and fell 
in love with gospel around 9 years old while listening to his mother’s Kirk Franklin and the 
Family album for the first time. Yet, it was through an ever-growing relationship with the 
Church of God in Christ by the time he was a teenager that he became hooked. His home 
denomination was much more classically oriented. He was working as a teenage church musician 
when he was asked to take over one of the choirs but knew very little. He attended a number of 
rehearsals to develop his skills and remembered singing various scales, learning how to open his 
mouth, and breathing exercises: 
Okay. Voice Techniques.... learning to open up our mouths to...project in a certain way 
to, you know, I remember, I know it sounds crazy, but I remember a choir director saying 
that you have to sing like you have a golf ball in your mouth or a tennis ball in your 
mouth because if you, if your teeth, um, you know, close before you actually sing, um 
you're blocking the sound from coming out. The breathing exercises of course, you know, 
taking deep breaths and singing being known as exhaling notes, you know, teaching us 
how to, you know, teach, us how to sing from our diaphragm n, and I know eventually 
once you start getting advanced and things like that’s when you come into the world of 
riffing and running and I'm listening to various people and just listening to what they're 
doing and going home and practicing that same run, like the 300 times, hoping that you 
get it. 
 
 After advancing in those techniques, he remembers entering the “world of riffing and running”, 
listening to people do them and trying to practice them until he got them. This was “not really 






yourself kind of thing.”  For him, gospel has been a constant learning experience that is not “just 
an art form” but a “lifestyle.”  
Formal training  
 He began formal training in college, but the school also had a rich program in gospel 
music. To him, formal training is “something that is, I guess somebody who went to school and 
who really knows what they're talking about.” However, he has never specifically gone to a 
school for gospel. Instead, school helped him connect with gospel musicians and singers from all 
over. Classical training helped him understand the mechanics of his voice and he believes it is 
“the foundation of all genres.” For him, gospel could give a different experience because you can 
“feel the spirit,” but classical helped him understand gospel a bit better. In his experience, 
“classical voice teachers don’t really want you singing gospel” and look down on it as “a lesser 
art form.” “Classical music would be the epitome of the art and gospel music is just kind of like 
the stepchild”:  
Definitely! Classical, the classical voice teachers don't really want you singing gospel.  
They say that it's forceful, its forceful singing. It's not, um, you know, does it sound 
good? You know, and they look down on Gospel music as a lesser art form than classical 
music would be. Classical Music would be the epitome of the art form and Gospel music 
is just kind of like the stepchild and nobody wants to.... you know.... it’s in the closet. 
 
Managing the vortex 
Yet, he was already well versed and involved in gospel music before his formal training 
began. His college was in the midst of rolling out a gospel major when he was ready to graduate. 
Still, he uses his classical technique to understand the best way to place his gospel singing. He 
had to learn to be a “double person” and take everything “the teacher gives with a grain of salt” 
and take the technique into the “gospel world”: 
                                                                                                                                                    






the mechanics the proper mechanics. Sometimes I'm saying it could really be.... You 
could sing the wrong place and if you sing in the wrong place, you can definitely damage 
your voice. Um, so I look at it like, you know, you have to make sure that you get, um, I 
guess when we use the word formal training before you need to get with somebody who 
knows what they're talking about, so you won't injure yourself wont' injure your voice.  
 
 He is actually not sure why people look down on gospel because he has made the 
training work for him within gospel so that he does not damage his voice: 
So, when you with the classical it's like you have to kind of be a double, you have to be a  
double person. Like you'd have to take everything, your teacher, you have to take it with  
a grain of salt because let's be real. We're all part of, of churches where they're not taking 
no for an answer on Sunday morning. Um...you know, you have to make sure that, okay, 
I got to take the technique that they're giving me in the classical world, and I’ve got to 
make sure that I bring that to the Gospel world as well. 
 
 Singing as a worship leader, choir director, and artist, he uses his voice frequently 
throughout the week. However, he applies all the tools he has been given to be successful. When 
asked about the anointing, he said: 
Oh man, that's like without the anointing. Well, so many people can go ahead and sing "I 
Surrender All" but how many people really mean it? Anointing is, you know, we know 
that it's something that breaks chains. Anointing is evident when people in the audience 
are blessed, uh...people are being set free. People are being delivered. So, the anointing to 
be an effective gospel singer, I believe is 100 percent necessary. Without it, um, I don't 
think you'd make it far in... Well, let me not say that because I have my reservations 
about the industry, but you wouldn't make it. You wouldn't make it far in terms of, uh, 
you know, Gospel music.   
 
CHLOE, 31 (3, New York, Non-Denominational) 
“When you sang like that, it was like you weren’t trained and I don’t believe that anymore.” 
Gospel upbringing 
Chloe is a 31-year-old singer, songwriter, recording artist, and pastor in New York City. 
She did not grow up in gospel music in the traditional sense because her church upbringing was 
“non-denominational” and “inclusive.” She can remember singing gospel since she was 3, but 






There among her peers, she joined a gospel choir while singing selections from Fred Hammond’s 
“Pages of Life” album. Its Contemporary Christian sound settled well with her family and home 
church musical styles.  
Formal training 
This was further developed in high school as she studied under a classically trained 
African American voice teacher who led the gospel choir class: 
I went to a performing arts high school, and we really are techniques was still pretty 
classical and, um, conservative I would say. Hmm. I don't think we really learned, um, 
technique because... I mean we warmed up, so I'm thinking about my gospel chorus class. 
We warmed up to gospel songs. So, we warmed up to, um, what's that song, a (Singing: 
Marvelous, marvelous, marvelous things, praise the Lord. He has done marvelous....) 
Like we warmed up to Gospel music and we just did lip trills, you know, it wasn't 
anything, I'm being honest, it wasn't anything really specific. I do know that my gospel 
chorus teacher, while he was saying, he would say things like, you sound like you're 
gargling cum. Or like he would kind of make these comments that were terrible, and he 
would tell us to squeeze our butts when we sang. And these were, these were, these were 
helpful because I feel like they helped… 
"He taught us that music was meant to be experienced and like, lived rather than just read and 
written.” The teacher helped them to “locate different places in our bodies to sing from and then 
kind of identify what doesn’t sound good.” She was immersed in formal classical training, but 
through the gospel choir, she was introduced to “black people who were singing and using their 
voices properly.” “Honestly, I would say that it's a classical training in a way that seeks to, I 
guess bring the best out of a voice.... And this might sound bad in like in a "whitewashed" way.” 
However, outside of that context, she and others “were always made to think that gospel music 
was subpar to formal vocal training”: 
I think there are more customs and cultures outside of what we see here. And, and I'm 
thinking about like native American, if I will listen to a lot of native American music and 
just the way that they sang and even the, um, um, tribal music, even Celtic music. And 
there were, there were different expressions and sometimes things, so like in our country 
we limit it to just opera singing as being, you know, being, you know... And as much as 






like, you know, opera was, you know, it was like opera is the ballet of dance, for music, 
you know. 
 
  Managing the vortex 
Still, Gospel was always a desired art form in which to make music: 
I think there's something beautiful about Gospel singing and that energy. I think it's 
inspiring; it, it does something to your soul and so naturally you want to mimic it. You 
want to try it. You want to. So, I think that's part of what helped me kind of go there. 
 
Despite singing gospel, she has only had one instance of vocal polyps as a result of 
working a church job as a soprano (she is an alto) because she needed the money. Yet, she felt it 
was singing out of range coupled with her hectic schedule that contributed to the injury. While 
she does get vocal fatigue with a significant schedule of singing, speaking, publicity, and being a 
parent, she tries to find “balance”.  However, as she grew into a professional career, there were 
times that she encountered singers that were taking “singing hard” in gospel a little too far: 
Um, yeah, I think like a lot of guttural singing and glottal attacks and, um, it's just 
sometimes we sing very hard, um, and Gospel Music and, uh, we do things that, that kind 
of go against the delicacy of our vocal cords. And it's for expression and it's for feelings, 
but sometimes it really alters the voice and limits you know.... 
 
In fact, one singer came off the stage coughing up blood, and it was an eye opener to her. She 
does not want to be a singer “that’s going to make the note and take a loss vocally.”  
She says, “the reason I'm back seeing a vocal coach is because I need accountability with 
warming up and with doing the things, I need to do to make sure that when I sing, it's good.” 
MICHELLE, 39 (5, Ohio, Baptist) 
“No style of music causes vocal damage. Unhealthy singing causes vocal damage.” 
Gospel upbringing 
Michelle is a 39-year-old singer, session singer, songwriter, background vocalist, 






growing up in the church her father pastored. He mother played piano and her much older sisters 
were in the choir. She grew up in gospel watching all of them in the youth choir, conference 
choirs, and Baptist Conventions. Her eldest sister would sometimes direct the choir and lead 
songs, and she was “enamored” by this hoping to one day have her chance to do the same:  
Definitely as a child, around age five, definitely growing up in church as I said my father 
pastored the church we attended. My mother plays piano, and my sisters were in the 
choir, and I just remember because my sisters are significant, well I wouldn't say 
significantly, but they're older than I am. My oldest sister, 11 years older, and the next 
one eight years older. That was a huge age gap at that time of my life. And so, I would 
see them sing in what would be the teenage choir, and I would see them in all you know 
the conference choirs, or the Baptist conventions and stuff like that. My eldest sister 
would sometimes direct the choir and lead songs. I was just always enamored by that. I 
always said I want to do that. 
 
She even started her own gospel group that would travel around the different churches in 
the community. A steady stream of great gospel directors and musicians came through the family 
church. One director in particular stuck with her: 
So, there was this excellence in gospel music, he also read music, wrote music by that 
time of course I was already playing the piano. I looked up to him a lot, and I remember 
we had this sic concert here and I was the only child that had a solo. He would work with 
me personally. I'm like this little kid in the mass choir, I was the youngest one in there. I 
think there was one other. Everybody else was clearly grown up and teens and stuff like 
that. I was the only kid, kid. I led this song, and he would rehearse it with me and tell me 
how to open up certain places you can tell the story and all of that. He was really 
instilling a lot in me at an early age and saw that I possessed something. And so that was 
a big takeaway that I got from him was the excellence of it all, including excellence in 
gospel music and what a difference it makes when you did that.  
 
 Their strict rehearsals taught her to not “wait until Sunday to shine. Get it together now.” 
The rehearsals were more “style-based that it was technique-based.”  Any technique that was 
discussed would often “go in one ear and out the other” because the technique came in play at 








Formal training helped her to take the foundation and the technique and “apply it to 
everything” she sang:   
Formal voice training, well formal voice training to me more so means learning the 
foundations and technique of singing, and typically usually classically based. In terms of 
that foundation, and then understanding how to take those techniques and take those 
foundations that you learned and applying it to everything that you sing. That's more so 
what has always been my understanding of it. 
 
Gospel was not part of her formal training, and the teachers that taught her privately and 
in school were “White” while those that taught at church were African American. The mixed 
environment of the cities of her upbringing made her private voice teachers well aware and 
accepting of gospel singing. They never tried to steer her away from singing it, and even 
encouraged her to realize her dream and start a gospel choir at her school. Still, she had a strong 
sense that technique was transferable across styles: 
It is, it's a classical technique, I think technique and style are distinct, you know what I 
mean? I'm just a firm believer that technique how you sing healthy, how you sing from a 
supported place is the same no matter what you're singing. The style in which you do it is 
different. The choices, the musical choices you make in presenting and delivering the 
music is what makes it the music. The technique, it's the technique. I breathe the same 
way to sing gospel music as I sing classical music, as I sing jazz, you know what I mean? 
 
Managing the vortex 
While no one ever said it, she always felt like “singing was singing” and your “approach” 
to whatever you are singing will determine your success with it. Style and technique became 
separate things that served a greater purpose to help her make choices about how to use her voice 
in a healthy manner for anything she was singing: 
Well, you know that's an interesting question, I'm trying to remember how I was able to 
do that myself. It was never tasked anyone sat down with me and said take this and do 
this. I think for me, singing is singing, you know what I mean. No matter what you're 






using my head voice, my neck, my test voice, there's a way to do all of those things. And 
for me, depending on what I'm singing, how I approach it, that's just another version of 
texting, I sing what I feel, and I know how to receive what I feel in a supportive way. 
And I feel like as long as you understand how to do that, you can sing anything you want 
to sing the rest of it is style. 
 
With every gospel singer she emulated and every performance she had, she realized that there 
should just “never be a struggle” to sing what you want: 
And I did it, there's emotion and there's a message and it's very deeply rooted for us, but 
even in that, there's a healthy way to achieve all of those things without sacrificing the 
integrity or the style of the music itself. And that is the part that people don't really grasp 
unless they're taught, or they just have this innate God given ability that they were just 
able to do that.  
 
Michelle puts all the talk about Gospel singing causing damage to rest immediately: 
 
And I get it, there's emotion and there's a message and it's very deeply rooted for us, but 
even in that, there's a healthy way to achieve all of those things without sacrificing the 
integrity or the style of the music itself. And that is the part that people don't really grasp 
unless they're taught, or they just have this innate God given ability that they were just 
able to do that.  
 
Using gospel artist, the late Daryl Coley as an example, she shared her deepest thoughts how a 
professional should manage the vortex.   
Whatever he thought to do he sings you know what I'm saying. I never heard a bad run. 
And it wasn't overdone. He's one of those ones that I felt like was masterful at having the 
ability to do those tricks. Kind of does have, and then that do overdo it. And for him, I 
felt like he was very musical in his choices. And when to do those things, you know what 
I'm saying. You weren't distracted from the message. You felt the anointing, as well as 
the mastery. 
 
She never has issues with her singing because she “knows how to sing” and to take care of her 
voice. The style does not matter. However, she is aware of the stigma that continues to plague 
gospel singing and says that it is rooted in the history of the oppression of African Americans in 
this country: 
The reality is that gospel music or that style of music came more so from the uneducated. 
Where you think back with spiritual and all of those kinds of things, they weren't out 






learning classical music or being taught about symphonies and all of those kinds of 
things. That education didn't come until later. Our culture, the beginning of everything 
for us, everything we got was what we made up or what we learned our taught ourselves 
on our own because we weren't being taught anything. Because nobody wanted to 
educate us. It just didn't come from a place that requires that level of formal excellence. 
Nobody was trying to give it to us. They like what they heard. They use us for their 
enjoyment. 
 
When asked about the role of the anointing in her singing, she says: 
 
The anointing is in every aspect of what I do. Whatever I've been taught to do musically 
is just an extension of that, so yeah. It plays a major role. It plays a major role with this, 
and because of the fact that it's a gift that I've been given, and the thing that I know that 
I'm anointed to do is why a big part of why I work so hard to present it in excellence, the 
higher level of excellence in my pocket, we can't, because I respect the anointing, and I 
respect the gift. 
For Michelle, neither technique, nor anointing, nor style should cause her to damage her 
instrument. She advocates a strong breath “support system” and a “daily regimen” that supports 
vocal health within the style you are singing. She also made it clear that sometimes people 
mistake a “bad imitation” for singing in the spirit. It’s important to remember that gospel music 
already has “something on it” that makes people gravitate to it. You don’t have to try so hard.  
 
BRYSON, 38 ( 0/Georgia/Baptist & Pentecostal) 
“With the anointing, you can talk a song, if you are really anointed... the people will fall out.” 
 
Gospel upbringing 
Bryson is a 38-year-old Georgia native who has built a career as a pianist, organist, 
conductor, composer, singer, songwriter, and teacher. He is a jack of all trades with both the 
instruments and the styles he uses to make music. Singing and playing up to eight church 
services a week became an education unto itself. Still, his mother put him in private lessons from 
an early age. This first teacher taught him classically, but was also a gospel singer; however, he 
“hated” the lessons because they “hardly ever did a song…just basically did warmups.” When 






university to study both piano and voice. Again, he never really did a song in those lessons, but 
the teacher was quite emotional about his promise. This fueled his desire to be a singer, but 
despite his piano training, he was really drawn to keyboard synthesizers. So much so, that he 
even had a vivid dream about a future keyboard that did not exist yet and remembered the dream 
when he finally got to play it in reality. Recalling his lessons, he notes: 
It was just classical, there was no gospel music to be done. Even though my teacher, my 
first teacher was a gospel singer too. She was like no, you will have to get classical. Nope 
you have to take classical. And I hated it. And we hardly ever did a song, we just 
basically did warmups. 
 
Formal training 
Singing became frustrating because his teachers did not really know where to classify 
him because he had such a vocal range. He was listening to secular and gospel artists of all styles 
and genders and could comfortably sing anywhere. He would sing Whitney Houston and explore 
her vocal effects and begin leaning how to open his throat for those songs. Yet, his teachers 
made one thing very clear: he was not supposed to sing gospel. As a matter of fact, one of his 
teachers suspended him from lessons because she was worried about damaging his voice. That 
sort of skewed his growth toward piano playing. However, he was not bothered by “switching 
roles” or styles because he was already doing it with the piano. They even went as far as 
pleading with his parents after lessons to get him to stop singing gospel and secular music. As 
the years went on “it made him a little fearful of singing as much.”  
Managing the vortex 
He could not give into that fear because he was already a church music director at the age 
of 14, so he had to sing a lot. He sang every song and every part as if there was no distinction 
between his upper and lower register. He was just trying to demonstrate the songs in their 






the instrument to sing those songs. Bryson always felt that “the body has memory of where the 
chords are and how they feel,” so he remembered the songs and hearing his older cousins sing in 
church. These women had voices that rivaled the greatest African American opera stars, but 
never had the money to pursue the training. He imitated them, and though they had no training, 
their voices taught elements of classical voice and gospel voice to him. The way one could sing 
chest soprano and the other could soar into the rafter in her head tone, Bryson listened and tried 
to recreate it all with his own voice. One of the greatest traits he identified in gospel singers was 
their need to be versatile:  
Yeah, they have to be able to sing loud, they have to be able to sing quieter like. They 
have to be able to go with the times and be able to do traditional. And current which is ... 
all that breathy stuff. And they also have to be able to do runs and execute them 
flawlessly. To me, and they have to be able to growl if they need to and they have to be 
able to work a fast song. And keep going and be able to ad lib. 
 
 This versatility has served him well in his career and helped him to become very aware 
of the abilities and limitations of his instrument.  
KAYLAH, 35 (5/ New York/Disciples of Christ “Afro American”)  
“I knew how to sing before I got here (college), and all of a sudden, I feel like I have no idea 
what I’m doing.” 
 
Gospel upbringing 
Kaylah is a 35-year-old African American female Brooklyn, NY native who sings 
Mezzo-Soprano. However, do not call her a gospel artist. Despite her success, she prefers the 
titles of church music director, gospel music teacher, and singer. She has been singing gospel 
music since she was 5 while growing up in the Disciples of Christ denomination though she 
didn’t learn it primarily in that denomination. From the time she was able to appreciate music, 
she was in love with gospel. Her earliest experience was singing a solo at age 10 on the song 






the song a lot on cassette and when a lady sang it poorly at church, her mother encouraged her to 
take over the solo. The lady handed her the mic, and the rest was history: 
I loved it. I loved it, for whatever reason. I used to listen to it in the house on cassette 
tape. Then one Sunday, the pastor of my church that I grew up in had asked this woman 
to sing that song. She started singing it, but she didn't know it. She was tearing my song 
up. My mother knew that I liked the song, and that I knew the song. She kept telling me, 
"Go sing it. Go sing it." 
 
 She was not trained to sing it, but she listened to it and sang it in the house a lot. 
Growing up in church, they sang lots of hymns but also the latest gospel songs, and she loved 
every minute of it. Her gospel training consisted of listening to various singers and trying to 
match it, “It was like everybody who was hot at the time, and I would sing what they were 
singing. I would just try to sing it. I would try to match what they were doing.” Doing this “ad 
nauseum” produced a confidence that she could sing anything. Despite all this voice use, she 
never was told she was doing anything incorrectly or hurting herself. He mother often bragged 
about her skills and volunteered her voice to sing at various events. Still, it was not so much that 
people encouraged her gospel development; rather, that she was not discouraged from it: 
Formal training 
She began formal training in college at the invitation of her high school friend’s father, 
who taught voice at the school. She joined with a desire to pursue Psychology, but the music bug 
had caught her. While in training, she “came face to face with a lot of holes that existed” in her 
sound:  
It wasn't easy, but I've always had an idea that if someone can sing it, I have the ability to 
sing it too. If that exists, and you're telling me people are doing this, well I could do it 
too. Okay, what is it? How do we do this? My first voice lesson, I like slammed the door 
and left, said, "This is stupid." I knew how to sing before I got here, and all of a sudden, I 
feel like I have no idea what I'm doing. I came face-to-face with a lot of holes that existed 







Not wanting to have any gaps in her singing abilities and still carrying the mindset that she can 
sing anything, she focused on studying classical voice. Gospel never clashed with her classical 
training because she never took gospel into the register where she explored classical song.  
Managing the vortex 
Formal training gave her “language” for what was happening in her voice as she sang: 
Why is your voice doing that, and why when I sing that same note my voice does this?  
That was literally what it was. I had to now decide, I'm in school, and the options for 
studying music in school was classical music. I'm going to be great at that too. Whatever 
it is, I'm going to be great at it. If I went to school, and it was like, "Well we only have a 
jazz program," I would have said, "Okay great, I'll be great at jazz." It was what there 
was, and I wanted to devote... Whatever I was studying, as long as it was music and 
singing, I was down for the cause. 
 
Gospel singing was not part of that formal training, but it was still never discouraged. She was 
allowed to continue singing gospel provided she never came back to the lesson hoarse: 
For me that means learning proper technique, learning certain verbiage that we just don't 
know. It means to start learning things about the voice, instead of just doing things. Now 
to actually put words and ideas to what I'm doing. Before I started studying voice, I 
would just sing. There was nothing wrong with that. I enjoyed it, and apparently people 
liked it. When I started my formal training, then I started to now learn about the voice. 
 
  This harmonized with her own desire to have a career free of vocal damage. The way she saw 
it, if Broadway could do multiple shows a night and she could not do one church service, then 
she is doing something wrong. She has to maintain this voice through multiple roles as singer, 
worship leader, choir director, and teacher every week.  
JADEN, 47 (0/Illinois/Baptist)  




Jason is a 47-year-old African American male with roots in Chicago has been singing 






Baptist Church and learned to sing there, but only became a professional singer, songwriter, and 
recording artist within the past twenty years. He remembers realizing he had some skill in the 
style when he sang a solo during his junior or senior year in high school. While he never had any 
formal training, he got a rich gospel education growing up in church: 
Then I remember listening to different singers and mimicking some of the riffs that they 
would do, some of the rhymes that they would. I don't know why you've got to do all that. 
A lot of those things stuck in my mind over the years. Then growing up in Chicago, my 
experience was the only time you really heard about music was on Sunday. It was usually 
the Clark sisters, or Winans. Those voices have probably informed me from afar. I never 
took voice lessons as a child or anything like that. Those were little comments, they stick 
to you. It's funny how certain things are said, and they just stick to you. I think that's 
informed my approach and execution over the years. 
 
 He was mentored by the older men in the Men’s Chorus and learned a lot about “how to 
act” when they would go out to perform. The “music always seemed secondary to the 
fellowship” in those times, but he remembers little comments that had a way of “sticking to you” 
and “informed his approach and execution”. He would mimic the voices of singers of African 
American secular and gospel recordings that he heard around the house or in the many churches 
of Chicago. The songs stayed with him as he regularly heard hymns and gospel solos in long 
church services he reluctantly endured as a child. Gospel influenced singers like Donny 
Hathaway, Marvin Gaye, and Bobby Womack, have had a significant impact on him. Their 
music was “transcendent.” 
Through “absorption”, it gave him a foundation in the music he would choose as a career years 
later. However, the minister of music also offered plenty of advice about not choosing the 
“smoking and drinking” lifestyle of a music career. Instead, he encouraged him to get a “regular 








Formal training & managing the vortex 
Jason does not consider himself to be formally trained, but in college he joined the 
University’s “black chorus”, and he learned a lot from their director: 
I went to the University of Illinois and there was a professor there who had a University 
of Illinois black chorus. Her goal has been for over 30 years, to expose the kids to the 
black sacred music tradition. I am grateful that I had that experience because she would 
teach us different things about techniques, as much as she could. She's a doctor of voice, 
so she was really exposing us to what she could, while making sure she was efficient with 
our time, in terms of learning the music. It wasn't about learning the voice. It was about 
learning the music and learning to sing the right, learning to sing it the right way, learning 
to listen to what was right about what we were doing, learning the why. This is why 
you're singing. This is why you're dressing this way, uniformly and why it's important 
that you're on time. 
 
 This African American formally trained woman taught him a lot about bridging proper 
technique with learning to sing the music the right way in the sacred music tradition of the black 
church. To his surprise, she privately told him that “she didn’t think she could teach him how to 
sing.” For him, it could have been a compliment or her brushing him off, but he knew that there 
was something he had that could not be taught from formal training:  
You know, I remember ... not really. I do have sense enough to know this, the more you 
know, the more choices you have to do what you want to do. At this point, I don't know 
that I'm missing a whole lot. I'm satisfied with where I am, musically. Now to circle back 
though, what I have done, and this is of late, is I have gotten a lot more intentional about 
voice training and I see a coach now. She just got her doctorate in voice and it's because I 
started to feel some injurious things with my voice, some strain that I hadn't felt ever, and 
I wanted to make sure I was doing the right things moving forward and she's already 
helped me a great deal. 
 
Years later, when this professor invited him back as a professional gospel artist to 
perform with the choir, he saw her training the voice and breathing with new eyes. Though he 
had already progressed in his career, the experience inspired him to get a vocal coach to 






things moving forward.” He started with a speech therapist and moved on to a voice teacher who 
all put him at ease with what was occurring vocally: 
Then posture, things like posture, what are you doing with your head? Are you reaching 
for high notes? That can help you get a high note but that's not how you get one. Then 
knowing, how do you get a high note? Being able to visualize what's going on in the 
vocal apparatus to produce a high note, so you do the right thing from a posture 
standpoint when you take a right action. 
 
 He shifted the pitch of his taking voice, adjusted his breathing technique, and reimagined 
his approach to his upper register. When considering gospel’s impact on his instrument he says, 
“I wouldn’t blame gospel singing for what wrong with my voice…what’s happening to my voice 
is because of the choices I made with my voice.” 
ALYSSA, 36 (0/New York/Pentecostal) 
“Gospel teaches placement in regard to what would move a crowd…. Classical…. teaches you 
how to use the placement for vocal health.” 
 
Gospel upbringing 
Alyssa is a 36-year-old African American female gospel artist and worship leader who 
hails from Queens, NY. Raised in gospel through the Pentecostal Church and at home where 
everyone sang, she joined choir at a young age: 
Well, I grew up in a household where everybody sang…Quite naturally, if everybody in 
your household sings, then, you automatically ... Gospel is the first thing you're taught to 
sing, nothing outside of that. I think that I really fell in love with it more or less when I 
got older, when I could understand the meaning behind the music that I sang, which put 
me late, was really when I truly fell in love with it. But I loved singing it because it has so 
much meaning, it has so much soul, from a young age.  
 
She sang Soprano back then, but Alto drew her attention because she loved picking up on 
harmonies. She could eventually pick up on all the notes of a gospel choir and was captivated by 






learned to sing through listening to other people in gospel. Actually, everybody in my family had 
no formal training. 
It was just something that came natural for them to do, so I just learned how to sing from 
just listening to other people. Music that I would listen, although primarily gospel was 
what I had to listen to gospel. The family would not allow them to listen to much else, but 
she did pick up on other sounds in “passing” while outside of the home. 
 Still, her most important opportunities in gospel came from church, but she knew she 
was good at it because she was taught through her family.  
To this, she added hours alone harmonizing to every note, riff, and run of singers like 
Kim Burrell or Brandy. In this way, she taught herself to riff and run in her own way. Even 
though she was in high demand at church, she was often pushed aside for solos in her school 
choir because her Caucasian music teacher felt she sounded too “gospel-ly”. Still, she stayed 
encouraged in singing because of the people in the church. Her grandmother’s history as a 
professional gospel artist influenced and motivated her greatly, and after getting many calls for 
studio sessions and big events, she felt it was necessary to “perfect her gift.”  
Formal training and managing the vortex 
She began formal training in college after experiencing chronic hoarseness on Mondays 
after weekends of services.  
Oh, everything. When I first started to train, I was hoarse all the time. I barely could 
speak majority of the time. I couldn't go for long periods of time. Every Monday morning 
was horrible. Training it has given me longevity. It's allowed me to sing voice parts 
differently than I could normally do... It's not necessarily ... With church music, you kind 
of sing hard and loud. But with the classical training, it's taught me to sing with force and 
depth and loud, but in a healthy way to where it's not screaming, but it's screaming and 
not screaming. 
 
This “classical voice training” was most effective with an African American formally 
trained gospel artist that helped her to sing with depth and volume, but without “screaming” or 






clashed with her gospel singing, it began to “compliment her gospel technique” because she 
knew how to use it: 
I wouldn't say it clashed. I don't think it ever clashed. I think it challenged my gospel 
technique in a sense of not knowing how to use it at first to compliment my gospel 
technique. I think if they clashed, maybe that is a little clash, but I think it's some 
knowledge. If you don't know how to use it, then it could clash. But when you learn how 
to use it, then it doesn't clash, it only compliments. 
 
It helped her to understand her instrument and its abilities and limitations. Most importantly, it 
gave her answers for her vocal struggles and encouraged her to get medical support to discover 
the nodules that had developed on both chords. She uses her voice quite often each week, so 
formal training has expanded what she was able to do before.  
BRIANNA, 50 (3/New York/Baptist & C.O.G.I.C.) 
“Every culture has their own way of singing…. their musical acumen comes from their culture, 
from what they learn as they grow up.” 
 
Gospel upbringing 
Brianna is a 50-year-old African American female veteran background vocalist, soloist, 
and praise and worship leader. For her, its gospel began at the age of 3 in the Baptist and Church 
of God in Christ denominations but also the AME Zion and Episcopal. Her parents are in the 
ministry and were “lovers of music”, so they gave her a very “ecumenical” and eclectic singing 
style palette: 
It's always been in my life, so I've always loved it. And then again, my parents where 
music lovers so there really wasn't a precedent put on what kind of music to love. But 
gospel music is near and dear to my heart because it's what I grew up around, as well as 
the other music that I grew up around. My situation is probably similar to a lot of people. 
I was born like the last kid, my siblings are nine, 11 and 13 years older than me, so what 
they listened to, I listened to. And because our parents were involved in ministry, gospel 
music was always a constant. 
 
 They were not singers but gave her a rich experience of hymns in church devotional 






from the Columbia Music Record Club. She remembers her first solo at the age of 7 because it 
forced her out of her comfort zone singing in the choir. Despite her objections, her choir director 
recognized a talent telling her that, “You have a gift and God wants to use it”: 
Yeah, probably my very first solo, I was seven. And I always avoided it because I liked to 
sing tucked in the sections with the kids, with everybody else. Because that's what I 
enjoyed. I remember being very, I wouldn't say obstinate, but reluctant to want to step out 
in front. And my choir director at the time, her name is Fannie Thompson, she was like, 
"No, you have a gift and God wants you to use it." I was like, "I don't want to be in front 
of people. I don't like to be in front. I want to sing with everybody else.” 
 
 Early on, she noticed that she had a very different ear because she could recognize and 
anticipate the different harmonies in the choir: 
What I was aware of is that I had a different kind of ear. Because, like I said, from a 
young age I listened to choir directors break up parts, I was early on identifying what 
soprano with alto, what it sounded like. So, at an early age, by the time they were 
teaching us the soprano part, I was already singing the alto part, figuring it out because I 
knew how to differentiate. And then also I took voice lessons at an early age, I was about 
nine. So, breathing support was early on in my vocational training. 
 
Formal training 
Unlike some of the other participants, Brianna began voice lessons at the age of 9 
because her mother was already bringing her along to her older brother’s lessons: 
He was training for] and so he was taking voice lessons and I would go with my mother 
because she would have to drop him off. So, I would sit in his voice lessons, and I would 
be following the instructions that the teacher was giving my brother. And when he went 
to and then placed out or whatever he did, he stopped the lessons. And I asked my 
mother, I said, "I want to take lessons. Can I take over his time slot?" She was like, 
"Okay." Well, I was nine then. 
 
 Getting two lessons for the price of one, she began implementing the things the teacher 
was telling him. When her brother decided to stop taking them, she asked her mother if she could 
take them in his place. As she got older, she did All-State Choirs and special after school music 
programs to enrich her development. All throughout, she maintained singing in church and 






of the greatest gospel singers and leaders were performing at her church, leading choirs she 
joined, and at other events she would attend.  Her church had a system of choirs for each age 
group and because her parents were in ministry, she was their multiple times a week for all these 
rehearsals advancing with her age group, when it was time.  
Managing the vortex 
Surprisingly, she was one of the first to introduce vocal exercises to her church when she 
was a teenager. Her Caucasian voice teachers formally taught her to use the “classical technique 
of exercising your voice and learning proper breathing techniques and voice placement”: 
Oh yeah, for sure. Because both sides at that point were very segregated because classical 
training always, at that point, it was like you don't sing gospel music, it ruins your voice. 
And gospel people will tell you, you can't sing that classical stuff because it doesn't have 
the grit, the soul behind it, for it to be executed the way they believed it should've been. 
So, bridging those two, I got a lot of pushback. But I successfully adapted it to my way of 
singing because I grew up, I didn't know how to growl, I didn't know how to have that 
hard gut bucket singing, but I learned through projection how to be a powerful singer, 
without damaging myself with the growl and stuff. 
 
 She learned to “manipulate her voice into a place where its comfortable for you to get 
the best performance out of it.” Being raised in both gospel singing and classical technique, she 
learned to bridge the two, but got lots of “pushback” from both sides. She discovered what 
worked best for her, found a way to adapt, and aligned herself with people who shared her 
experience in bridging the two: 
Well because I love God and I figured out an early age, I stopped caring what people said 
to me, of their opinion. I allowed people's opinion of how they think that they should go, 
affect me, for a while of course. But then I had an epiphany, it was like, okay, this is the 
path that I believe God wants me to go on. So, you don't take advice from people who 
have never gone through what you're dealing with. Because that's not their area of 
expertise. They really can't advise you or give you advice on how that progress through 
that process. And I learned that early on. I was like, "Well, you're not doing this, I am." 






Therefore, formal training became sidelined at any point that it didn’t mesh with her 
desire to live as both a gospel singer and classically training singer. Thankfully, she had an 
African American teacher in middle school and a Jewish teacher in high school that both loved 
gospel music. This rich upbringing was only expanded as she studied Contemporary Commercial 
Voice and Jazz in college and continue leading music at a church: 
My mother joined that club but did not choose a genre. She just sent it back in. So, 
whatever was released is what came. Yes. Show tunes, musicals, country, rock, R & B, 
new age. Everything. And I didn't figure it out literally until three years ago when my 
mom passed, and my sister was talking at the service. She said, "Our mom joined the 
Columbia Record Club and didn't check off the genre, so we got every kind of music you 
could think of." I said, "That's why I'm schizophrenic." And then being awakened every 
morning, by top 40 radio. This is when how Howard Stern and Don Imus used to play 
music. So, all of the rock and roll hair groups. Hard rock stuff and soft rock like James 
Taylor and Carly Simon and Joni Mitchell and The Carpenters and all of this stuff, all 
simultaneous. 
 
  It also helped her build a reputation for singing across many genres and developed her 
own professional career singing background in everything from gospel to R&B. A rare health 
condition that depleted lowered vocal range could have derailed her singing development at an 
early age, but the dual training turned it into an ability to sing across a wider vocal range and 
gain even more gigs. The frequency of voice use proved the true detriment to her voice, not 
gospel: 
And then when you ask about, I need some extra money so I can go and look at my vocal 
health with E and T, they're not readily willing to offer that. But when you burn out and 
they wonder why you can't sing no more, they cast you aside and find somebody else 
fresh. That's a problem. I was like, "Yeah, you preach a sermon a service, but we are 
singing eight songs in that service around your sermon. 
 
  She had to “reteach herself to maintain and save” her voice for her many opportunities. 
She has little to no social life on Saturday nights, but it has paid off in her career.  






I think the role of the anointing is enhance what you've already practiced. Because the 
same way that Moses said, because he was a stutterer, he said, "I can't talk." He's like, 
"No, you study, and you look at what I say to tell you for you to say and I'll do the rest." 
That's what I believe the anointing facilitates preparedness, to me. That's my opinion. I 
believe that the anointing facilitates preparedness. Because you pray and ask God for 
certain things and while you're waiting for it to manifest, you don't prepare yourself to 
receive it, it's kind of like... And I mean I'm going to wait for the anointing. No, you give 
the anointing and the Holy Spirit something to work with it. 
 
 
This thinking has garnered her a successful career in gospel and beyond. 
 
DANIEL 58 (6 /North Carolina/Pentecostal) 
“It was more so of me having some people that were like distant mentors that I would study and 
figure out what they were doing.” 
 
“I definitely know, most gospel singers, they just have the innate ability to sing, and they don’t 
know that they studied voice science.” 
 
Gospel upbringing 
Daniel is a 58-year-old gospel recording artist, producer, choir director, music minister, 
teacher, and singer. It all began for Daniel at the age of seven or eight growing up in North 
Carolina around the Pentecostal Church. Much of what he learned there was reinforced by what 
he was learning among his cousins picking up things though listening: 
I was going to say that's where I learned, but it was more so not just in church, just 
around my cousins, and just picking up things listening, and listening to different things. 
If you identify with church, then yeah, that would be the first place. Yeah, me and my 
cousins. We just used to learn how to harmonize, just as very young, so definitely is these 
great memorable experiences of just enjoying music, and finding your part, and holding 
your part in making it do what it does, and really making it interesting, and just really 
having a good ear. Yeah, I remember great times with my cousins on that. 
 
Being an only child, those relationships were valued. At a young age, they would harmonize 
together finding parts and holding them and making each song interesting. They were memorable 
experiences of enjoying music and being together. He also grew up around a youth gospel group 






having great ears.” He was drawn to the music and was constantly listening to it, whether he 
knew it was gospel or not, and uncovering the “details” of the “textures of the voice”, “the ad 
lib”, the piano and choral parts and harmonies, and “the groove.” He would listen to gospel 
greats and tried to “figure out what he felt they were doing.” This ear toward what they were 
doing served him later when he would meet them and work with them because he already 
intuitively knew how their instruments worked and how to get the best out of them.  “It really 
was less about the genre, and more about just the artists that I listened to, and they happened to 
be gospel.” Nonetheless, he grew into his ear and musical leadership abilities: 
I don't even know if I thought... When you're a kid, did you even think that it's gospel? 
You just think that it's people who can sing good. I can't even say that I thought that it 
was gospel as much as I like the way these people sing, I like the choices that they're 
making. I like the textures of the voice. I like the harmony. I like the music and the 
groove. It really was less about the genre, and more about just the artists that I listened to, 
and they happened to be gospel.  
 
Formal training 
By 10th grade, he became the director of the adult choir that he was too young to even 
join. High School years became pivotal as he began to study voice in earnest hoping to chart a 
career in musical theater and Broadway. A chance recommendation from a student music teacher 
brought him into contact with his first voice teacher. She was going to prep him for college 
music auditions. While he was preparing for musical theater, he assumed “any kind of approach 
to vocal is always from a classical perspective…” Though she was Caucasian and studied at 
Julliard, she worked tirelessly to get him and other students into conservatories around the 
country.  The work never clashed with gospel singing because he was always a “crooner” so 
studying musical theater seemed right in line with the kinds of things he always wanted to do, 
but not antithetical to gospel. Though she taught many things, the hardest journey was actually 






not reading it, it’s hearing it.” She often challenged him in this area laying a foundation for his 
later reading skill. She also laid a foundation for his continued training as he was accepted into a 
Conservatory. He currently uses those experiences to develop choirs and other singers.  
Managing the vortex 
Daniel always had an interest in the voice, its sound, and how it does what it does. It is 
one of the reasons he has never experience injury and strongly encourages singers to get training 
and learn voice science. He is not sure if people are getting that kind of training anymore, but he 
feels they should expand their natural abilities to include it:  
I think it's just a lack of education. I think that that's in music general. I don't know that 
people study as much anymore. There are people who just have natural ability to be able 
to do things. If you ask them how and why, I don't know if they would know that. They 
just know how to do it. I think that just in general. I don't know if people train as much 
anymore. Even though they have the natural ability to do it, a lot of them can't tell you 
how and why. 
 
 “Now, kids, they’re having careers at 17, 18, and 20. I don’t think they understand voice 
science.” He feels it’s particularly necessary for gospel singers and singers of African descent 
who use their voices quite often in the gospel arena. While he feels African Americans have 
“denser muscles” that allow them to handle the “punishment” and level of “distortion” the voice 
demands in gospel, there is a way to do execute these things healthily: 
I think that vocal health, you have to understand how I do. It's a muscle. A lot of times, 
when African Americans, well, the African people of African descent, let me just say 
that. There's just the density to their muscle. Their muscle can take a little bit more 
punishment than I think other cultures can. That's a God thing. I can't explain it. It's just a 
denser muscle. We all do know people of African descent really have denser muscles, 
and I think that it takes a little bit more punishment. Therefore, they can get through a 
week of what we call... In some terminology they call it a distortion of singing like that, 
and it does not bother them. Also, there's some rock singers who can do that and that do 
not bother them as well. 
 
 He feels a lot of African Americans have some “innate ability in them to where the body has just 






I think that there's a healthy way to do distortion, or squalling, or whatever you want to 
call it, to the voice if you learn it. I don't know that they've learned it, but I do think that 
there's an innate ability in them to where their body has just learned how to adapt to it, 
and it doesn't bother them. Not everybody. There are just certain ones. I use, like, they 
got a cast iron voice. Like a frying pan. 
 
 Like a frying pan.” While he doesn’t believe everyone has that type of voice, gospel and 
especially African Americans seem to produce these kinds of voices. “There are certain types of 
tones that people can make here that you just don’t hear anywhere around the world.” This has 
set Daniel on a journey to make his writing, his directing, and his producing tailor made to the 
singer. He tries to work within the natural limitations of their instruments while creating a 
melodic environment for their strengths to thrive.  
VERONICA, 32 (6/New Jersey & New York/Pentecostal/Non-Denominational) 




Veronica is a 32-year-old Soprano singer and songwriter of gospel and inspirational 
music. She was raised in New Jersey and New York in the Pentecostal and Nondenominational 
churches, but she primarily learned gospel in the “black” Pentecostal Church. She fell in love 
with the tone of major gospel singers like Yolanda Adams and CeCe Winans. They could convey 
messages in a way that drew her to the style. She also heard proper ways to belt from singers like 
Vickie Winans and proper articulation from Yolanda Adams, and she worked to imitate them 
herself. Yet, much of this was first taught by her “her first voice teacher”, her mother, who 
helped her come out of shyness to project and developed her ear for harmony: 
Yeah. I always say my mom was my first voice teacher. She always used to kind of stress 
for me projecting because I used to ... I'm still shy ... but I used to be so shy, and I 
wouldn't really sing with my full voice. She would always tell me to project, she taught 
me how to sing in harmony. Then one of the last things her and my dad said to me in 






"Nobody can do it like you." They always would say that to me. "Nobody's going to sing 
it, don't worry about anybody else. You sing it like that's your song." You know? And so 
that's always stuck with me. 
 
 Encouragements like “Sing the song like you wrote it!” and “Don’t worry about anybody 
else” made a lasting impression on her singing. Her first solo came to mind when remembering 
her earliest training. She was six years old and sang Perfect Praise by Brenda Joyce Moore but 
made famous by Lecresia Campbell. Much of this training did not include technique, but warm-
ups that she did not quite remember.  
Formal training 
Her mom continued that development by taking her to voice workshops with a teacher, 
and African American woman, who actually gave her specific tips on how to properly “belt” and 
use that part of her voice. Her formal training began in high school under the All-City Chorus 
conductor, another African American woman, who took “her under her wing”: 
So, I had met her there singing in the chorus and she heard me sing. I think I auditioned 
for solo, she heard me sing and then she sort of was taking me under her wing. She was 
my first teacher. But it wasn't until then that I really started getting some formal training. 
She's African American. She did everything, but she came from a gospel background too. 
Actually, she came from a classical and gospel background. Yeah, but she was, she's 
classically trained. 
 
 She came from both a classical and gospel background and she helped shape Veronica’s 
voice even though half the time, Veronica was unaware of the positive effect it was having on 
her instrument. Between these experiences, her mom, and imitating the many singers she 
enjoyed, she learned a great deal that propelled her career and even helped her win major singing 
competitions.  
This came into conflict on Sundays when the “competition between singers and 






she could use her voice “efficiently” to prevent fatigue. Much of this training was developed 
while studying music in college: 
Here actually. I learned, for me, this gave me the next chunk of my foundation, I would 
say. Learning how to really use my voice in the most efficient way so that I wouldn't 
become tired because I would get frustrated in church because it'd be like, okay, now I 
find myself having to scream because you know, there's always a competition between 
the instruments and the vocalist in church on praise. So, I don't want to always feel like I 
have to scream and coming here I learned I didn't only just learn classical technique, but I 
started on the journey, I would say, to bridging the gap between what I was learning 
classically and to what I was doing in gospel music in my regular life. 
 
 She started with an African American voice teacher and then moved to a Caucasian one. 
Seeing the first teacher gave her great repertoire and someone “she could relate to” before 
pushing past her “intimidation” in working with the second one. The intimidation came from 
pushing past her comfort zone to sing more classical repertoire and extend her range. It also 
revealed anxiety about how gospel could possibly derail her growth in classical singing.  
Managing the vortex 
Her second teacher was helpful saying, “It doesn’t matter which genre you sing, it’s the 
same technique.” While it didn’t fully click until graduate school, the experience helped her to 
bridge the gap between classical training and gospel singing. She began to see how “the 
placement in terms of vowels was the same” whether in head voice or belting.  Still, 
communicating across styles was most important: “So you can get the technique, but if you 
don’t…. communicate clearly…. you’re not being effective.” She values these principles as they 
have become touch points as she jumps from genre to genre in singing gigs. Gospel is her home, 
and after discovering the link, she “figured out internally, physically” how to put it all into 
practice in order to build her career. Age and style choice have changed her range somewhere, 
but she attributes it to not vocalizing the upper parts of her range much anymore, not some 






MICHAEL, 47 (0/New York/Pentecostal) 
“And everything I learned was just from sitting there listening. Never showed me…I learned 




Michael grew up in the Pentecostal Church as the very youngest of eight kids to a mother 
and father who were a pianist and organist, respectively. Just like his seven older siblings before 
him, he was enrolled in piano lessons from the age of 5, but his mother taught him to sing: 
You know what? No. Not really. My mother was a home teacher, so she wasn't doing 
very much... She was singing, and I would have to sing it like her. I guess she was doing 
like Karen Clark and how she does it. She was doing it with the grandkids and 
everything. So, it was like that. And my mother wasn't like no Karen Clark. She was just 
a church singer. And now I listen to hymns, I was like, wow, my mother was singing it 
just the way the hymn goes. But she did music by reading, so it wasn't by ear. So that was 
the thing. 
 
His mother taught him hymns like “Just a Closer Walk with Thee,” but there were no voice 
exercises, just an expectation that he would sing it like she did.  His father was an avid jazz 
enthusiast and musician, but he was not around much: 
But anyhow, my father, he would come home. He would stay home for about four days. 
And every night, he was a drinker. So, he would drink, and he would put on WBGO, the 
jazz station and play jazz. And I hated it. I used to be like, what kind of music is that? 
Because it made no sense to me. It was just like, music with no... It didn't make any sense 
to me. And I thought it was ridiculous. And now I'm the biggest jazz lover there is…And 
now, my mom was a spiffy dresser, because she was also a seamstress. So, she made my 
first suit. So, I always loved clothes. And I was the baby, so I was always the fancy one. 
 
 Still, he inspired Michael’s love of jazz and sharp dressing. His father would “put on a 
suit to go work at the cleaners, change into overalls for work, and then put the suit back on to 
come home.” His mother was also a sharp dresser because she was a seamstress, but she played 
music “by reading” while his father played by ear. Music was always going in the house, and he 






a lot of music in church playing and singing for services as a very young age. He also joined the 
choir where the director would not teach parts but play the recordings and have the young people 
find and sing their parts. No matter how much he respected her leadership, he just could not 
understand why it sounded so bad to him. When a new director came, he began to understand 
that someone actually had to teach the parts so that the choir would sound better. He was 
absorbing all of this while being a traveling church soloist and organist: 
Then she realized I had an ear. Because now I was doing everything by the book. And 
then we played gospel heavy in my house, so I would hear a song and I would go and 
play it on the keys. So, she started one teacher telling me, Michael has perfect pitch. You 
better let him start playing the piano. I could not play gospel because I didn't really train 
for that. But because of my ear, I was able to pick up stuff. My mother just threw me out 
there in the water, and I started playing the piano at the church. And they were giving me 
$15, if that, a week. 
 
Formal training 
His classical training began on the piano every week, twice a week. He had two different 
teachers who were very old and strict in their ways. Unfortunately, they stopped short when his 
mother died. Her mammoth influence left a large hole in his life that shifted his classical training 
back toward gospel because his family could not afford to continue his lessons: 
So, she was teaching me. And then when my mom died, my siblings had me still go for 
maybe a year or maybe a year-and-a-half. And I didn't want to go anywhere, and they 
didn't make me go, which I hate. Because I really think, had my mother not died, my life 
would have been different. I would have probably not been a gospel choir director. I 
probably would've been on Broadway, because I was deep in it. 
 
Now being raised by his much older siblings, he continued in developing musically in church. 
Having grown up in a small church, his mother’s passing made it hard to attend, so he joined a 
much larger and more popular church in town with a sprawling musical staff. It was under that 
musical staff that he began to take off in his gospel and music development. This church was a 






mother and father’s side by ear, he would just sit near the music staff and learn all kinds of things 
about playing the instruments and singing: 
And everything I learned was just from sitting there listening. Never showed me. People 
be like, Fred (the church organist) taught you how to play. No. No, he didn't show me. I 
learned everything, and I'm not even talking about sitting next to the organ. I mean 
sometimes sitting in the audience. 
 
 He would keep tapes of the services and practice what he heard for hours until he could do it. It 
paid off because he was quickly picked up to play for some of the greatest churches in the city.  
Managing the vortex 
By high school, everything was church and playing and singing everywhere. Yet, he 
wanted to get back into his classical playing, so he joined the school orchestra. He was not great 
at reading music, but being the only piano player, he often waited so long for the teacher to work 
with the other instruments, he had learned the entire song by ear. In the spirit of his father, he 
would often improvise over songs to the chagrin of his Caucasian director. Recognizing the 
ongoing conflict with classical music, he asked the principal if he could start a gospel choir, and 
he approved it. The choir eventually morphed into his professional group after high school. From 
then on, he was working with choirs and doing workshops and continuing to play and sing. 
Michael is very traditional in both his values and his music. He sees current singers as 
overly committed to “riffing and running and a lot of movement.” Choir and choir training used 
to be a priority that he does not see that anymore. However, it was the training in the choir and 
soloists that helps people really learn the gospel art. He would love a return to this. While he has 
never received formal voice lessons, he does recognize its value. Noticing a chronic need to clear 
his own throat while singing and difficulty producing his signature vocal effects, he has begun to 
pursue opportunities to take lessons or see a “throat doctor”, as he put it. His mindset has always 






sounds right. However, even considering how far he has gotten, he would like to continue 
































The purpose of this study was to explore with 12 professional gospel singers, their 
perceptions of how they developed and maintained a healthy and successful gospel singing voice 
and what role, if any, formal voice training played in that development. Each participant offered 
information about the ways they learned gospel and the very unique role that formal training 
plays for them. In addition, they offered information about how they maintain their voice, define 
the “anointing” in their own singing, and offered suggestions for aspiring gospel singing 
professionals. Professionals engage in ongoing practice within the gospel style from a very 
young age within a church context, and stylistically specific vocal qualities are achieved through 
apprenticed practice while there. Formal training reveals the inner workings of the vocal 
instrument so singers can feel its abilities and limitations and make choices about how they want 
to use it to convey the deeply emotional components of gospel song. However, formal training 
was not the most important factor in determining success in gospel music. Rather, gospel 
upbringing was far more important. In the absence of C.C.M. or Gospel training, much of this is 
developed on their own by sorting out useful knowledge, eschewing techniques that do not work 
for gospel, or combining ideas to create their own pathway. The practice of imitation, emulation, 
and cultural immersion within the African American Church must be considered a more rigorous 






This validates the current C.C.M. focus on “somatic” awareness and the ever-expanding 
choice in using the laryngeal musculature and shaping of the vocal tract; however, it criticizes its 
dependence on the traditional structures of the vocal studio to achieve this while disregarding the 
long history of folk communities in training their own singers in their own way. 
Research Question #1: Gospel Training/Upbringing   
How do gospel singers describe their experience in learning to sing gospel music? 
Growing Up Gospel 
Gospel training is not an instructional method, but rather, it is a cultural immersion. It is 
an immersion in a Black family and church culture, charismatic spirituality, imitation and 
innovation, harmonic language, Black vernacular singing style, encouraged inventiveness, and 
all infused from earliest childhood.  Gospel training is often the earliest experience of music 
professional gospel singers experience, and it is usually shared among family. Every participant 
in this study started singing gospel in the early stages of their life and received correction and 
training in it well before the age of 10. The experience happens routinely as they attend three or 
four church services per week, weeknight rehearsals, and make music at home. It crystalizes the 
experience making the elements of gospel sound and singing foundational to their understanding 
of music, music learning, and voice.  
Imagine waking up Sunday mornings to the sound of Grandma singing hymns and Daddy 
praying at his bedside beneath the pictures of Jesus and Martin Luther King. He asks for God’s 
help to preach a sermon that will uplift the people while soft gospel music plays on the bathroom 
radio. Everyone is getting dressed for church, and perhaps, your older siblings are humming or 
singing the tunes as they prepare. Mother has laid out breakfast as she sings through the songs 






gospel music station and you hear the music and the preaching of other churches and pastors in 
your community. You reminisce on how good that cake was at one of their church picnics last 
year.  
You arrive at church greeting people who have known all your life. They have changed 
your diapers, held your hand when you were baptized, made you plates of food in their home, 
and handed you bread wafers during communion services. Many are your aunts, uncles, cousins, 
and godparents. You cannot remember the number of times you and their children have gotten in 
trouble for playing around during the sermon. You smile and hug with familiarity as you are 
seated on the front row so your Daddy (the pastor) and your mother (the Choir Director) can 
readily see you and make sure you are behaving in service. Your grandmother leads the 
devotional service where hymns and praise songs are sung to prepare the congregation for 
worship. You sing along whether you know the song or not. 
You have a front row seat to the call and response, improvisation, and rhythm of the 
black church. Constantly bathed in Daddy’s preaching inflections, your Momma’s style of 
raising a hymn and your grandmother’s infectious church shout and happy dance, you grow into 
its style and cadence. As your older sister or brother hurry out of the pew to join the youth choir 
and sing a contemporary gospel selection, you ponder what it will be like when you are old 
enough to join the choir yourself. There is no question that you will, but will you get over your 
nervousness in time?  
Church ends and you listen to this same gospel music while you accompany your parents 
to home and hospital visits with members that could not make it to service. You hear the praying 
and the singing as they encourage one another in faith and hope beyond circumstances. Perhaps, 






After dinner conversation might even include an impromptu concert where you and your siblings 
each have to share a song that you know and sing it to the best of your ability. Naturally, you 
sing it in the style you most often hear.  
You leave the dinner full and happy and come home to change out of church clothes only 
to begin laughing and joking with your brothers and sisters about everything that happened in the 
day. You imitate every church moment and even sing some of the choir’s songs trying to sound 
just like them. You know you are playing church, but it’s so much fun to laugh with them and 
compete for the funniest anecdote. Taking on the roles and actions of these many church 
characters, you can’t stop. The songs are just the same as you each take a line showcasing your 
best gospel riff and refine your harmony as you sing the choral parts. You are imitating family 
and friends lovingly discovering your own voice in the process.  
Finally, you come downstairs to say goodnight, but hear your mother playing on the 
family piano or organ by lamp light. You patiently sit and listen as she sings a song that had been 
on her heart during the many visits. You and your siblings sing a long trying to find the right 
parts to properly support her as she corrects each wrong note (without ever pausing the song) 
until the harmonies are perfect. The song comes up again during Wednesday night Bible Study, 
and your mother invites you and your siblings to sing it with her just as you informally practiced 
on Sunday night. A little nervous, you all join the song to rousing applause.  
As you stand there, you remember Thursdays when Daddy doesn’t have to work his 
second job and sits down to play a little piano himself. He is not very good, but he always invites 
you to sit nearby and play an extra part. You try out the same piano patterns you have heard at 
church, as he fearlessly finds broken chords to support you. You try out these same patterns 






rehearsal. The organist, recognizing your interest, passes along a few chord voicings and 
progressions while your mother works with the Altos.  
As you grow in this environment and get better, they invite you to play or sing whenever 
the music minister takes a break. Eventually, you get so good that you begin to direct the youth 
choir yourself and regularly sing solos at church. Before long, you are invited to sing and play at 
other churches for their special events and to work with their choirs. It is at one of these events 
where you catch the ear of an industry promoter who invites you to begin a career.  
Black Vernacular 
This is a caricature of the experiences that each participant experienced. The Black 
Church, both because of its African roots and the oppression of African Americans in the U.S., is 
at once Black, charismatic, and by necessity deeply aligned with the concept of family and 
everyday life (Keyes, 2009; Gates, 2021; O’ Flynn, 2006; Smallwood, 1980; Johnson, 1925). As 
Keyes (2009) puts it, there is a triptych to black vernacular music being “sound, voice, and 
spirit.” Within the church, the “sound” is permeated by black experience in America, the “voice” 
comes alive in the family, and the “spirit” is everywhere charismatic.  It is a black vernacular 
experience because children grow up listening to the expressive culture of African Americans. 
They hear and experience the “Africanisms” William-Jones (1971) highlights and grow up in it. 
As the participant Whitney notes in response to the question of whether there are specific 
instructional methods she remembers, “I say no because it was all inclusive.” Chloe and Brianna 
remembered African American gospel singers and African American secular singers being 
played all the time around the house. Michael spent the days learning to play hymns with his 
mother, and listening to his father play jazz organ at night. The early experiences for all of them 






Black expression and communication about life (Caponi, 1999; Floyd, 1991). This is the 
beginning because it sets the singer up for what LoVetri (2013) called “the personal capacities of 
one singer within a style, brings out the individuality of each voice, and enhances the uniqueness 
of vocal expression in any and all styles (pp. 80-81).” In essence, the beginning is to find a 
natural way to enter into the cultural experience of black vernacular song with all its 
improvisation, syncopation, call and response, and vocal effects. An exploration that begins this 
way might differ greatly from the traditional repertoire approach in classical training. The goal 
becomes the experience, not the song itself.  
Charismatic 
The Black Church in which the participants primarily learned to sing gospel was either 
Baptist or Pentecostal. Because Pentecostalism grew out of the Baptist Church, there was a close 
relationship between their music and congregants. Baptists maintained the musical style and 
expression of the south, albeit in a more staid manner. They were not necessarily throwing 
caution to the wind and “getting happy” or “shouting” in their services (Kemp, 2014). However, 
it was the experiences of the more Pentecostal southern migrants that came to the north between 
1920 and 1940 that shifted the Baptist churches away from Eurocentric Chancel Choirs to more 
charismatic Gospel Choirs (Marovich, 2004; Kemp, 2014). Gospel unapologetically preserved 
the “pathos and wail” and “ring shout” that were so foundational to the “brush arbor” Black 
Church meetings that were allowed on the plantation (Shipley, 2011, p. 106; Raboteau, 1978, p. 
212). As Gates puts it, “ This carried over to the camp meetings of the second Great Awakening 
and Azusa Street revivals (Los Angeles Times, 1906) that birthed Pentecostalism. This is why 
the participants in this study largely remember some experience with the charismatic in their 






Michael did know why his little Baptist church choir did not sound right until he went to 
a Pentecostal church. Jimmy grew up in the classical strictures of the Seventh Day Adventist 
Church, but spent Sundays playing for a Pentecostal Church choir. Jaden, Whitney, Michelle, 
and Bryson grew up Baptist, but because of their generation, always knew gospel to be part of 
that denomination. They have Thomas Dorsey and James Cleveland to thank for that. Others like 
Alyssa, Michael, Brianna, and Veronica grew up in a Pentecostal setting. A seeming outlier, 
Kaylah grew up in a predominately African American Disciples of Christ church, but even they 
imitated the charismatic Black churches around them. Gospel music transcends denomination, 
but its truest form has always been charismatic and free. Coupled with the experience of black 
vernacular, students need a physical experience in the exuberance, joy, and freedom of being 
released from oppression. Experiences fall directly in line with the “somatic awareness” LoVetri 
(2013) and even Friedlander (2005) encourage in the “vocal athlete.”  
Family = Church 
The voice of gospel and the church is that of the Black Family. Black Church not an 
“institution” in the traditional or European sense (Raboteau, 1978; Darden, 2004). The music 
making and learning is an outgrowth of a familial relationship. The Black church was the one 
place African Americans were allowed to assemble, organize, hold offices of authority, and 
exercise their freedoms (Pollard, 2008). The church was essentially African American’s only 
place to experience something of the American Dream and it birthed and sustained every facet of 
life necessary for full citizenship including major life events, vital records, spiritual and financial 
support (Darden, 2004, p. 113). Even after African Americans gained a level of freedom in this 
country, the church still remained its anchor and failsafe. The church, like the plantation, was 






around it. As a result, Chloe was with her singing mom, musician uncle, and bass playing father 
watching weekly rehearsals and singing along. Bryson and Daniel were with their cousins 
listening and harmonizing, and Brianna was with her pastoring parents traveling from service to 
service. Michelle was with her pastor father, musician mother, and choir sisters being groomed 
to eventually become the youth choir director while Veronica was learning singing tips from her 
mother to become the main church soloist. The family aspect of church made it “immediate and 
generational” as Chloe notes. What’s more, it made the experience even more frequent. 
It is not surprising that every study participant spoke of spending lots of time in church 
on a weekly basis. They spoke of family members holding leadership roles as pastors, deacons, 
musicians, choir directors, or soloists. Church became part of the fabric of family life, and they 
spent considerable time watching its inner workings from a leader’s perspective. They were not 
only seeing the activities of church up close but getting a deep understanding of how church and 
church music, more specifically, is done. Because this is coming from leaders, it holds a 
tremendous amount of weight in terms of validity making gospel both familiar and foundational 
to the way they participate in music. Consequently, there is a need for a more communal 
experience of music learning and experience within a formal gospel training setting. It is the 
support and encouragement of the community that make gospel singing possible and its call and 
response possible.  
Mothering & Smothering 
Many participants identified the mother as a key relationship in imparting the gospel 
sound or music in general. As Mary Lou Williams noted when asked how “she learned black 
music vernacular styles like ragtime and jazz in general, further support the importance of the 






Clark Sisters and their mother Mattie Moss Clark and the Famous Ward Singers and their mother 
Gertrude (Ward-Royster, W. & Rose, T. (1997). This relationship makes for greater possibility in 
music production and growth. Just as Suzuki (1969) and Kalmar & Balasko (1987) identified the 
seminal role of mother-tongue in early language, music development, ear training, and creativity, 
so too does it play a role in gospel upbringing. In essence, they continue to do what they did as 
Infants in capturing the music of mother, only that “mother” is now their teacher. Perhaps, this is 
the reason male gospel singers so readily use their head tone or falsetto within the style. It is 
clear from participants that these women in their family played a key role in offering vocal 
models for them to emulate. They were not simply encouraged to copy them, but to develop their 
own style.  
The reality is that gospel had a tradition of family groups from its early quartet days 
(Abbott & Seroff, 2013). Gospel singers literally learned from the sounds around them. Like 
Anyawu (1987) notes about Swahili cultures of East Africa, music for kids, “will always be 
interwoven, unbreakably, in the movement of life itself.” They don’t simply make or experience 
music, they live it daily. Therefore, the learning environment has an element of safety and 
codependency. These family members are deeply involved in music and constantly 
demonstrating the way to sing and play it. The vocal effects parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, 
siblings, and/or cousins regularly use become part of their arsenal. Growls, squalls, speech-like 
singing, the vowel shaping, and black vernacular of the preacher, music director, and soloists 









Calling and Responding Together 
The gospel’s singers’ voice lesson lies within the context of group singing, be it choirs, 
quartets, or small family groups. It also lies in the repetition of solos sung by church members or 
family during services or in the constant playback of recordings that become as familiar as their 
own names. Many of these singers were trained in the same way though some of their models 
were also classically trained. Participants remember listening to church soloists and trying to do 
what they do vocally, but also trying to innovate and make the solo their own. This inventiveness 
is embedded in the gospel and especially in the vamp section of song as they practice over and 
over with parents, siblings, cousins, and church friends (Darden, 2004; Pollard, 2014; Raboteau, 
1978). As Trevarthen (2002) noting Malloch(1999) states, “the capacity to generate and 
participate in communicative musicality allows us to ‘spend time’ meaningfully with another 
person, regardless of age, and allow this time to be shaped into mutually satisfying narratives of 
interaction through the inflection of vocal and bodily gesture.” 
Hymn Singing 
Hymns seemingly play a tremendous role in the upbringing of gospel singers. These 
hymns are often written by European and European American writers from the 17th, 18th, and 
early 19th century like Issac Watts, but also include songs written by African American 
composers in the early 20th century like Charles Albert Tindley. They are not the same songs as 
the spirituals and have a different structure than the spirituals (Gates, 2021). However, they are 
often reinterpreted in the African American way for singing in their churches. It is these new 
versions that are used to teach singing, music, and faith to the congregation. They also function 
in the life of the church where their words teach about the “good news” of Jesus. They were 







I mean basic hymn stuff, yeah. Because I mean, that's what we all grew up on…they 
taught me what they knew. So, hymns, very heavy on hymns. 
 
Jaden remembers the impact they had on him early:  
You'd get a few pointers in church, but mostly it was. I don't even know if it was where I 
was consciously trying to learn them. I would just hear them all the time. I'm thinking 
about the hymns that we would sing in church. I didn't hear a lot of recordings of hymns. 
I heard us sing the hymns. I heard us sing those Dr. Watts songs... I would hear that stuff 
on the regular. As a child, I didn't think anything of it. In fact, I almost really hated it 
because I didn't want to be in church all day.... Now I look back kindly on it and I'm glad 
I had the experience, and I was exposed to it. Again, to answer your question, it was more 
absorption. It was like man; I've got to learn that. 
 
Michael learned them as a singing training tool with his mother, but he also had to learn to play 
them. Some people still ask Michael to play them: 
My first hymn, wow, I can still remember that, is ‘Just a Closer Walk with Thee.’ Then. I 
can't reach back that far, but I know Just a Closer Walk With, because I have people that I 
know, my mother friends that still alive, when I go visit them, they be like, ‘Just a Closer 
Walk with Thee. 
 
Yet, Michael’s mother was teaching the hymns without any expressive qualities of gospel: 
 
She was just a church singer. And now I listen to hymns, I was like, wow, my mother was 
singing it just the way the hymn goes. But she did music by reading, so it wasn't by ear. 
So that was the thing. 
 
Instead, Michael turned to his father and the charismatic churches he snuck into against his 
mother’s wishes to gain those expressive qualities: 
My father was an organist…But anyhow, my father, he would come home. He would 
stay home for about four days. And every night, he was a drinker. So, he would drink, 
and he would put on the jazz station and play jazz. And I hated it. 
 
He took his mother’s religion and his father’s playing by ear on the organ and developed his own 
ear for piano and organ: “we played gospel heavy in my house, so I would hear a song and then I 
would go and play it on the keys.” In this way, the hymns played a musical and religious training 







Within this hymn and gospel song context, each person listens and learns to find and 
maintain their harmony parts. Harmony training plays a huge role in gospel upbringing dating 
back to the days of early gospel quartets (Abbott & Seroff, 2013). However, Whitney recalls that 
it was not a systematic set of lessons: 
I mean, what I did, what I learned was how to harmonize because whenever there was a 
song that was to be sung, my church did a lot of quartet singing, so whenever there was a 
part, and every time my grandma would sing something, my aunt would sing a third 
under her and I learned how to harmonize by singing that part and then I would sing, um, 
that part that my aunt wasn't singing. And so, I just kind of practice that. And I would do 
that at home, um...When I was by myself, I would listen to the radio, and I would always 
harmonize with everything that came on the radio.  
 
This unpacking of gospel harmonic language is also key to the improvisational style 
(Smallwood, 1980; Shelley, 2019). Many of the participants would sit around with family 
members create their own harmonies to accompany the others. It was an environment of play and 
encouragement. The call and response of solo and group became an instructional experience as 
they had to learn to think on their feet, listen, and make a musical choice. Daniel remembers 
fondly the fun of harmonic play with his cousins: 
We just used to learn to harmonize, just as very young, so definitely is these great 
memorable experiences of just enjoying music, and finding your part, and holding your 
part in making it do what it does, and really making it interesting, and just really having a 
good ear.  
 
All the while, they are also hearing the development of harmony for rehearsals and hearing 
music directors refine songs in weekly practices over and over again. The repetition was 
important because it gave them a chance to try it again, but also to compete with what they did 
before and what others were doing. In the same way that spirituals are not a recapitulation of 






invention and a development of ideas.  Whitney learned to make all her “notes move because he 
(the Pastor) had a way of just, you know, weaving in and out of the notes.”  
These demonstrations are multiple times a week in the church setting and often during 
informal times at home. They imitate and innovate these experiences with younger siblings and 
cousins trying to get the harmonies, solos, and sound just right. Just being around it so often with 
people they know personally gives them entry points to jump in, add their own part, and find 
success.  
Encouraging Novice Attempts 
The gospel experience encourages novice attempts at its most difficult skills. Just like the 
experiences of the Walls Group, Kierra Sheard, and Shyon Clark, young gospel learners have 
plenty of time to try out their own attempts at the gospel sound. They can attempt with peers and 
with professionals all within a church and family context. Allowing them (young children 
growing up in gospel) to share their musical world gives them voice and space to become the 
people they are already becoming (Campbell, 2010). Often, before they even know what they are 
doing, they have imitated the solo so well that they are invited to perform during a church service 
or special event. These first gig opportunities are often the vehicle through which they fall in 
love with gospel music or begin to consider pursuing a career in it. They are characterized by the 
supportive and encouraging family environment. As Michael put it,   
There was things in the music that I would hear that would make me feel a certain way, 
and I would try to mimic that on the piano, which is why my mother had me start with 
piano lessons at five, because I was already sitting at the did that, and then I wrote my 
first song, I was probably about eight, and taught it to the children's choir, and they 
actually sung it at church, and I played it on the piano while they sung it. It was like I was 







Eventually, as this practice gives way to performance, success breeds intrinsic motivation for 
ever expanding knowledge and growth. Kaylah notes: 
I loved it. I loved it, for whatever reason. I used to listen to it in the house on cassette 
tape. Then one Sunday, the pastor of my church that I grew up in had asked this woman 
to sing that song. She started singing it, but she didn't know it. She was tearing my song 
up. My mother knew that I liked the song, and that I knew the song. She kept telling me, 
"Go sing it. Go sing it.” 
 
With such support at a young age, it is no wonder gospel becomes an attractive musical world. It 
is also no surprise that the fun breeds more creative risks and a desire to learn more.  
Increasing Complexity & Inventiveness 
Many are drawn to increasing complexity of sound through harmonic structure, chord 
progression, improvisation, and vocal effects. As Daniel notes, “Sometimes things just show up 
in kids…and just kept getting bigger, and bigger, and faster, and faster.” This begins to go 
beyond just gospel but includes secular music within and without the black vernacular and their 
own compositions and arrangements. Again, there is a ready venue in which to try these 
explorations with family, church, choirs, and groups gaining applause for their efforts. Michelle 
was able to use her arrangements within her school choir, and Michael was able to start his own 
gospel choir at his high school. Many others use this growth within their solo interpretations of 
gospel songs and find ample encouragement for their expression. Veronica, Whitney, and Jaden 
were constantly finding encouragement for their solo renditions at church. Whitney even recalled 
one Easter Sunday when a visitor actually stood up in the middle of the service saying that he did 
not “want to interrupt the service but you know I just want that young lady and that young man 








Wide Exposure within the Church 
It is usually at this point that the local performance gives way to wider exposure 
including featured solo and leadership opportunities, and recordings. They are able to build a 
following through trial and error and hone their craft for professional gigs. This is all done under 
the purview of family and sometimes in groups with family. This pre-teen and teen moment is 
also when they begin making the decision to either formally train or to continue with what is 
already working. However, it is imperative to recognize that they are already performing at the 
professional level in gospel well before they even decide to venture into formal training.  
Research Question 2: Formal Training -  
How do gospel singers feel about the role of classical/formal training in becoming a gospel 
recording artist? 
 Debunking the Myth 
Surprisingly, many professional gospel singers actually do get formal training, but formal 
training does not necessarily produce their gospel singing. They are often entering formal 
training after many years of training in gospel. Rather, formal training functions as a thermostat 
through which gospel singers know the bounds of their gospel singing voice. A majority of the 
study participants have backgrounds in formal voice training in the teen and young adult phases 
of life. Often, the same people who were role models in their gospel upbringing are the same 
people that connect them to voice teachers or schools where they can be formally trained. It is 
during these later formative years that this training begins to shape their growth. Though, the 
experience is fraught with cultural minefields. 
For starters, formal lessons are usually classical in nature, so they are about as culturally 






teacher at their school, through a formally trained African American with ties to their church, or 
through a family member that takes them to lessons. In some cases, formal training is aligned 
with early piano lessons, but not voice. The key distinction is that it is not typically sought out as 
a necessary rung on the ladder of gospel singing success. Instead, it is usually suggested or part 
of a music program that they find themselves attending. Nonetheless, the most important 
influence in pursuing or maintaining this relationship with formal training is another formerly 
trained African American. Without this necessary link, formal training loses its validity or 
beneficence.  The formal teacher may not be African American, but there is always some 
culturally familiar link that leads to or maintains the relationship with formal training. When that 
link goes absent for whatever reason, the learning often does not continue. This is because 
classical music or formal training does not produce a gospel singer. Rather, the cultural 
upbringing within gospel does. Formal training only enhances or eases the difficulty of gospel 
singing choices that are already learned. This is also the reason why many participants spoke 
little of technique when talking about gospel training, but more about experiences. While this is 
due in part to the difficulty in remembering childhood music experiences, it is also not the way in 
which skill in gospel singing is described. It is time to create formal gospel training centers in 
colleges, schools, and churches.  
 Gospel is Devalued 
As participants begin studying arias, art songs, or musical theater literature, the consistent 
message is that gospel is a lower art form. Black vernacular song has always carried this stigma 
in America since the days of Spirituals (Kemp, 2014; Work, 1915) when even the Fisk Jubilee 
singers were taught “voice culture” in the 1870’s in order to refine their “black” sound for 






of Music, Jennie Robinson, who herself had a low view of Black cultural expression (Brooks & 
Sims, 2014; Abbott & Seroff, 2013). This was perpetuated by her star Fisk University pupil, the 
African American John Work (Work, 1915; Abbott & Seroff, 2013). His influence served to both 
elevate the role of spirituals in African American higher learning, but also to elevate this idea of 
“voice culture” and training as a tool to refine that sound. What they learned at home was subpar 
to the training that will now teach them an awareness of the vocal instrument with techniques 
and exercises that support proper breathing and sound production. The link between the spiritual 
and gospel singing is undeniable. The same singing style that was extant on the plantation 
continued in poor African American sharecropping communities well after slavery, while 
previously freed and northern urban African Americans sought to appear more dignified and 
upwardly mobile (Kemp, 2014; Field, 2016).  In fact, multiple participants ascribed a 
foundational or even preeminent connotation to classical training. But how can so much 
upbringing and experience in gospel be debased so easily? Just like many aspects of African 
American culture, gospel becomes something to be refined, fixed, or restrained. However, most 
of the vocal training they received was through the experience of the church, so there has to be 
something viable in it.  
Lessons are Valued by Cost 
Contrary to their gospel training, these lessons carry a cost and are closely associated 
with school. The lessons are often taught by Caucasian teachers who seek to refine the vocalist 
either within a school choir or private lessons. Music learning shifts from the aural tradition of 
their gospel upbringing to one that is predicated upon reading and Western music theory. Study 






short existence in their lives, it plays an enduring role. However, formal classical training does 
not play a role for its repertoire, but for its techniques. 
Professional gospel singers see classical training as foundational and universal to all other 
styles, but not necessarily a style to pursue in their career. It is often the first time they 
specifically study the anatomy of the voice and systematically train it, so it holds far more weight 
as a tool of refinement. However, it is refinement for gospel’s sake, not classical. This is a 
significant difference because classical training is so often tied to the repertoire that students lose 
interest before they get what they may need vocally.  
Lack of Gospel in Formal Training 
In the absence of gospel at school, many of professional gospel singers had to find ways 
to apply the technique for themselves because their voice teacher was not familiar with it. Most 
won’t even pursue formal training because it offers so little to actually learning the gospel style. 
Robinson-Martin notes how many often see the seeker of formal training as a singer who is 
“desperate” because they can’t figure it out on their own (Forbes, 2020, p. 278). The reality is 
that formal training often misses the boat in preparing gospel singers and they leave it before it 
could offer any benefit. Daniel was even surprised that people are so shocked that he knows 
about vocal pedagogy or utilizes it in his gospel industry roles:  
Usually, when I'm somewhere and I start talking, everybody's just in awe that I 
understand what a laryngeal tilt is, and this is called a glottal thrust, and don't approach it 
like that. Put this phonetic right here, because it'll little soften up the way. 
 
 Brianna was adamant is saying that it needs to be something that people pursue and 
understand about their voices. When listing the most important things aspiring gospel artists 
should have, all participants included some sort of voice training. Richard Smallwood, during a 






in voice” in order to be successful. Robinson-Martin notices the need to help “them understand 
the value and purpose of lessons, and its function at different stages of one’s musical 
development and career” (Forbes, 2020, p. 278). Yet, managing the swirling and often 
conflicting perspectives of gospel and formal training is a difficult endeavor, to say the least.   
Research Question 3: Managing the Vortex  
How do gospel singers characterize a healthy gospel singing voice? 
 Invitation & Acceptance 
While conflict would seem to arise from these realities, a key perspective is infused at the 
outset---gospel is an acceptable form of singing. Not only is it acceptable but it is encouraged 
alongside formal classical training. Many of the participants talk of Caucasian teachers inviting 
them to sing gospel solos with the school choir or to help teach the choir a gospel song or start 
their own gospel choirs at school. This encouragement serves as a necessary badge of honor for 
their gospel roots without which they may leave gospel singing altogether. Most influential in 
this shift from gospel to formal training is the impact of a formally trained African American 
voice teacher that either introduces them to a formal voice teacher or becomes their formal 
teacher. Seeing themselves in the training makes a big difference in their ability to pursue it. 
These teachers also provide a ready model for how they apply technique to gospel. Even the 
participants that did not pursue formal voice training have an experience of this kind of voice 
teacher.  
The African American Link 
Each participant shares an experience of forging their own path vocally. While this is 
important for any studying singer, it is especially important for a gospel singer where their 






African American formal teachers become the encouragement and inspiration for forging their 
own paths. There is a level of ownership that they have about gospel and the necessity that that 
part of their instrument is dignified as an extension of the formal classical voice. While they do 
need to feel a sense of capability in classical song, it is what the formal training does for their 
awareness of the voice that becomes paramount.   
Armed with the new ability to wield the instrument as they see fit, professional gospel 
singers learn to adjust and modify techniques to suit their gospel singing in much the same way 
they did as kids. Often, this moment occurs as the same time their gospel careers begin to alight. 
As their “gift makes room for them” it brings more exposure at the very moment they are 
developing the ability to vocally handle the increased frequency of gigs and events.  
Gospel singers begin to manage the colliding forces of formal training and gospel 
upbringing through a set of values that make gospel singing a valid professional life choice. 
Firstly, they need to have a deep sense of ownership about the gospel sound, and that comes 
from its undeniable African cultural underpinnings. Daniel and Brianna talked about the unique 
experience of African American is singing this music and in being able to switch between many 
genres that derive from black vernacular song. Whether it is an anatomical or a cultural 
advantage in singing these musical styles it still to be researched, but they felt there was a clear 
experience that their identity as African Americans prepared them for. Whitney remarked how 
she even began using gospel in learning classical songs. Michelle and Michael were invited to 
start a gospel choir and Veronica remembers the role of an African American formal voice 
teacher who bridged the gaps for her in classical versus gospel singing. Alyssa recalled how her 






limitations so she can be a better gospel artist. Veronica and Brianna went on to note the fact that 
singing lots of different kinds of music was also some help to them.  
 Gospel Sound 
Each participant named a great many professional gospel singers as examples of the true 
“gospel” sound.  Like the super fan, Anthony Heilbut (1971), participants tried to describe what 
makes them fans of different gospel singers. They included well known pioneers like Mahalia 
Jackson, James Cleveland, Shirley Caesar, The Caravans, and Andrae Crouch. Popular artists 
that ushered in the more contemporary sound of the 1960’s and 1970’s like Tramaine Hawkins, 
Walter Hawkins and the Hawkins Family and lesser-known artists like Benny Cummings and 
Rubenstein McClure.  They also included more urban contemporary artists like Donnie 
McClurkin, Yolanda Adams, BeBe and CeCe Winans, Daryl Coley, Vanessa Bell Armstrong, 
Karen Clark-Sheard and the Clark Sisters, Vickie Winans, Dottie Peoples, Kirk Franklin, and 
Lecresia Campbell. They named groups like Commissioned who featured people like Fred 
Hammond and Marvin Sapp. Some name new generation artists like Smokie Norful, MaryMary, 
Jonathan Nelson, and recent artists like Joshua Rogers and Tasha Cobbs. However, they also 
named more local or regional singers like Sandra Vance, Fannie Thompson, Winfred Tippins, 
and the late Thomas Clay. At times, they even named famous music directors and organists like 
William Becton and Butch Heyward. Other times, they even named secular and crossover artists 
like Donny Hathaway, Aretha Franklin, and Tata Vega.  
These artists were chosen for their versatility, fearlessness, uniqueness, and commitment 
to never let their singing ability overshadow the message. Considering the acrobatics of a typical 
gospel singing performance, it is important to note that that is not the goal. The message is held 






“rip it”, “riff and run”, sing gospel or the good news of Jesus Christ “flat footed” or with 
conviction. You cannot sing gospel music without a testimony or personal encounter of some 
sort with the gospel message. Some would call this singing “under the anointing”. It is deeply 
necessary to fully unlock the gospel singing experience. Recognizing this significance, a separate 
interview question was developed to define this experience. Yet, the sound is one that can be 
“hard” as Kaylah notes, but Michelle is quick to remind that it should not deplete your gift. 
Research Question 4: Gospel Voice Maintenance 
What activities do gospel singers engage in to maintain a vibrant singing voice? 
 Gospel Conditioning 
Gospel singing demands tremendous commitment on the part of the “singing athlete” 
(Robinson-Martin, 2017). The chest tone dominant singing, many vocal effects, preaching and 
exhorting, frequent and lengthy church services and concerts, high volume accompaniment, and 
deep emotionalism render gospel a high impact sport (Robinson-Martin, 2017; LoVetri, 2013; 
Sellers, 2009). Professional singers must be conditioned to meet these expectations while 
maintaining the very instrument used to meet them. Much as the advanced dexterity that highly 
sought after pianists and violinists begin in childhood, so too does gospel conditioning. The 
speech-like vocal quality and squall are honed by listening to and imitating the preacher. The 
rhythmic syncopation and cadence of gospel are learned within the call and response context of 
the black church. The shouts and moans and melodic improvisation are learned through an 
immersion in the Black Church singing traditions. 
The Practice regimen closely follows the pattern of the church week from their 
upbringing. No professional singer wants to constantly contend with decreased sound production 






that other professional singers do, with a few exceptions. Gospel singers are very aware of their 
voice abilities and limitations. Contrary to perception, gospel performers have vocal coaches, 
speech therapists, personal E.N.T. doctors, and attend workshops to support their fitness for 
gospel performance. Training is not a “dirty word” in gospel for its professionals, though some 
amateurs may not ascribe to that thinking. Professionals seek out songs with ranges that suit their 
instrument and are aware of the amount of rest and preparation their voices need to sing the style 
well. These singers are not interested in confusing style with voice health but have found 
pathways to do what they do without constant injury. Gospel singers are trained singers, but the 
exceptions to this rule have given gospel a bad name.  
The few exceptions are that gospel singers still make the choice for singing distortion or 
vocal effects that can be vocally risky. Yet, many still trains for this using the mechanism from 
childhood---the church. Professional gospel singers not only sing for professional gigs, but they 
are also still heavily involved in the weekly activities of the black church. Many serve as music 
minister, lead worship, direct the choir, teach parts to amateur singers, or pastor congregations of 
their own. However, other participants, like Michelle noted that if you only use what comes from 
church experience, you run the risk of damaging the voice because you are not aware of how it is 
affecting you: 
Well, you know I do a lot of vocal research. I do a lot of vocal research because the 
reality is as far as how we feel on the regular is typically always in one area of the voice, 
and because that happens, other areas of our voice that we don't use as much continues to 
get weaker and weaker. One of the things that I tried to do as much as I can is vocalize 
the full gamut of my range, from top to bottom so that everything stays strengthened. So, 
there's that. 
 
Daniel believes they should know “voice science” and have a better sense of control over the 






Many participants also noted the need to actually study what you are singing about. 
Knowing the text will help to inform how gospel is sung as Veronica notes: 
 That to me is one of those songs that's like, yes, this is it. This is how you do this, this is  
how you sing gospel music and flat foot singing. She wasn't doing a whole lot of riffing 
and running, she's sang the melody, she embellished it, but it wasn't too much. Then she 
took you on a journey, you know? 
 
They are talking about something that is beyond them and the listener should be transported. 
They should hear, as Jaden notes, “something transcendent.” He was actually talking about a 
secular artist at the time but recognized their connection to church when they were young.  
Kaylah is adamant that you cannot sing this music and fail to even attempt to live it:  
 
This is why you can't say those words if you don't believe those words. Whether you 
believe them or not, doesn't negate the validity or truth of them. You might want to be 
prepared for what you're saying. It's not like an opera aria. You're not playing a character 
right now. You have to be living this. You don't become a character to sing gospel music. 
It has to be your reality. The gospel has to be your reality…. There’s the artistic side and 
there's the spiritual side. It's not something you get into without spiritually even being 
mature enough to minister this type of music.  
 
One of the bigger and often overlooked skills is the ability to sing in various gospel genre. There 
are multiple style periods in gospel and each singer must be able to sing in each with little 
preparation. Bryson notes this need and Brianna encourages singing multiple kinds of music both 
religious and secular. Many talked of parents who gave them such a diverse music background. 
It helps you think better on your feet and to adjust your sound for different styles.  
Anointing & Signifyin(g) 
Gospel singer’s development and maintenance is very connected to the idea that they 
have been “anointed” to do what they do. They readily believe that God has uniquely positioned 
them to use the gift of their voices to bless others in various contexts. When operating in this gift, 
they may experience a hypernatural and spiritual event that is motivated by message of the song 






becomes a conduit through which the “good news” within the song becomes a more immediate 
message that comments on and speaks solutions over current circumstances with which the 
gathered people are familiar. It draws its message from the biblical passages in Luke 4:18 where 
Jesus states that “He anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim 
release to the captives, and recovery of sight to the blind, to set free those who are oppressed.” 
African Americans know what it is to be captives and oppressed and have always felt that 
through their own cultural practice of Christianity that they could enact this same freedom. This 
“anointing” “abides” in them and “teaches” them “about all things” (1 John 2:27). Yet, it is not 
simply a message, but a physical representation of the spiritual entering time and space.  
This shout or dance is part of the anointing because the gospel singer is called to both 
announce it and inspire it. Failure to do so might make onlookers question that “anointing.”  
“The shout was an activity in which music and dance commingled, merged, and fused to become 
a single distinctive cultural ritual in which the slaves made music and derived their musical 
styles.” (Floyd, 1991, p. 137).  Those who would be reluctant to include this into a scholarly 
conversation about gospel singing fail recognize its cultural import. It (the ring shout) comes 
from “slave ritual context rather than strictly from the standpoint of Christian religious 
institutions (Floyd, 1991, p.137).” Using vocal effects that resemble the preacher, the gospel 
singer offers comments and solutions to the circumstances in light of the good news that God can 
solve the circumstances. The singer in improvising very assertive solutions, takes on a relational, 
spatial, and “sage” role within the gathered community that blesses everyone. They are 
“signifiyin” as Floyd (1991) suggests: 
Signifyin (g) as ‘the trope of tropes, the figure for black rhetorical figures’…is figurative, 
implicative speech; it is complex rhetorical device that requires the possession and 






listeners…signifyin(g) is an art, in itself, to which anyone who has the ability has the 
right—but a right that must be earned through contest and conquest. (p. 140)  
 
In this case, the contest is the church service and the conquest is the freedom of the gathered 
congregation. They must be changed by your singing and your leadership of this complex ritual, 
and you must employ the necessary vocalisms to properly lead. Floyd (1991) goes on to say: 
Signifiers we observed in the ring—call and response, blue notes and elisions, pendular 
thirds, etc.--- became part of the black- idiom-informed musical genres that emerged 
from the shout, so that Afro-American musical products become models to be revised 
through a continuing signifyin(g) process. (p. 142) 
 
This is why the shout, vamp, and the anointing itself is always shifting and reshaping itself in 
different contexts and in both Black religious and secular song. It is a difficult concept because it 
is often misrepresented. Gospel shouting and the anointed leaders of these practices are called to 
reenact freedom from systemic oppression and every by product of slavery through the music. 
Whether there are gathered African Americans or other cultures, the anointing is the divine 
assignment to announce that freedom. 
Almost every participant felt that “anointing” to lead these practices as a gospel singer 
was absolutely necessary. They were also adamant that “anointing” should not compromise 
voice health. To them, that would be a contradiction. Anointing determines your fitness to lead, 
it is “not the voice”. It its “inspired by God” and the message, but it should “enhance what you 
have practiced.” Participants felt that while it does inspire singers to do things “they would not 
normally do” and “transcends technique,” “whatever it calls for, it protects.” They felt it 
necessary to note that “anointing does not damage the gift.” Michelle notes that you cannot 
“imitate anointing in your own power” but felt that some singers were doing just that. Therefore, 
anointing is a mature form of the art.  It is not situated with the imitation part of gospel 






anointing, you could talk a song, and people would fall out.” When asked why people felt that 
anointing was wrapped up in these over exaggerated vocal effects and risks beyond voice 
limitations, he replied, “They don’t know any better…”  
Not knowing any better is the problem with current gospel singers. Many want to pursue 
the art but have little avenues for training to develop properly. While the participants in this 
study have readily developed their art and skill in gospel singing, a gap still remains for others 
that choose the path. They can only hope to encourage one of them and follow their lead or 

























The purpose of this study was to explore with 12 professional gospel singers, their 
perceptions of how they developed and maintained a healthy and successful gospel singing voice 
and what role, if any, formal voice training played in that development. Participants were asked 
questions about their experiences learning to sing gospel I their upbringing, asked about any 
point in which they took formal voice training and what that entailed, and asked to describe the 
role both trainings play within their professional lives as performers. The nature of gospel 
upbringing provides instructional experiences that set the voice up for successfully producing 
elements of the style. The more these experiences are translated to formal training by 
professional gospel pedagogues with an “emic” understanding of the style, the better students 
can participate in a vocal style that has a foundational relationship to many CCM styles.  
 Gospel training cannot find its full expression in either the voice studio or in any 
traditional music classroom. This is not new knowledge, but the crucial step of transforming the 
classroom into the structures of the gospel church is new. Just as any “emphasis on vernacular 
music-making; in particular, those that strive for a balance between participatory and 
performance modes of production (O’Flynn, 2006, p. 145)”, so too must any pedagogy in gospel 









Shift to Communal Music  
 A pedagogy in gospel must champion group-based learning that incorporates fixed 
harmonic and melodic structures with opportunities for improvised or inventive adjustments to 
that melody, rhythm, and harmony as pieces are learned. O Flynn (2006) suggests: 
Bearing these points in mind, we could argue that the debate about the content of music 
education should shift from a preoccupation with styles and genres to one that makes 
sense of music-making communities and networks – both real and ‘virtual’ – in our 
respective societies (p. 143). 
Every participant spoke of this experience in harmonizing with family. The call and response and 
conversation of the African ring shout must be utilized to properly situate gospel learning. The 
cultural import of this experience makes it possible for it to still be a non-sectarian experience 
that includes all. This improvisation shows up in the gospel “vamp”, the jazz solo, and even in 
Hip-Hop freestyle. Fitzgerald (2004) notes the following in his film Freestyle: 
Freestyle ... where you just respond to the impulse has to be the most spiritual, right? Because 
you don't have no idea of what you're going to say next from something that's not directed. This 
is what most creative expression does. It's so spiritual. We don't need a book. We don't need an 
explanation, we are musicians, we are artisans, we are poets (Fitzgerald, 2004).  
Great pains must be taken to preserve and inspire this experience through the singing of gospel 
and spiritual songs. As singers become more and more adept at the practice, they will develop 
deeper connection to the spiritual impulse of the anointing and the role of freeing audiences 
through the message.  
Shift to a Sage and Apprentice Model 
 Gospel learning capitalizes on the apprenticeship and mentorship models of teaching 
where teacher is both guide and participant. This harmonizes with the “sage philosophy” of 
African society highlighted by Keyes (2009) and posited by Moore (2000) that attributes a kind 






statements. They may or may not be “formally trained”, but their “creative 
accomplishments…high prestige or stature for certain innate gifts” are “acknowledged by the 
community (Keyes, 2009).” The Black preacher and by extension, the gospel singer takes on this 
role with their own unification of singing and preaching and “metaphors, colloquialisms, and 
characteristic pithy expressions used in the song or sermon (Price, 2015).”  
Shift the Message  
 It would follow that in order to be versed in these statements of wisdom, one should be 
well acquainted with the text of gospel. Gospel singers are constantly in church hearing the same 
texts and hymns, so it makes sense that any pedagogy in it should include the experience of these 
texts with a singular goal in mind: freedom from oppression. Gospel music is not primarily a 
doctrinal journey, but a dialectic journey in the schism between African and American. The 
gospel singers enter into that schism and applies a message that joins the two into a new reality. 
This new reality is what African Americans were able to access and live out in their churches 
and church communities week after week and transcend the systemic oppression of America. A 
gospel singing pedagogy should help them unpack this message in order to apply it through their 
song. Again, this not purely a religious endeavor, but one more akin to the development of a 
speaker for justice. Obviously, the fight for justice is both practical and spiritual.  
 It is at once religious and cultural. The good word can no more be stripped from the 
black gospel sound than wetness can be stripped from water. The singer of it must enter into that 
word as a religious act of understanding that Creator God is chosen as a better master than the 
one that oppresses and destroys. While it may not be their faith, it must be their journey to 






sound. While it may not necessarily need to be believed, it sure better be felt and known that it is 
underneath, on top, behind, and inside that feeing.  
It is cultural, not because white men taught Jesus to slaves on plantations, but because 
Africans have always been deeply connected to an active Spiritual being who infiltrates life and 
time to orchestrate circumstances, both good and evil, for the ultimate movement of her people 
toward shalom or wholeness. This God is the one who they exhumed from the graves of 
oppressive white Christianity reviving their own version that spoke of freedom, uprising, and the 
casting down of strongholds. Gospel always sings of a shalom of retribution, redistribution, and 
reparation that God himself brings to the oppressed and downtrodden. This certainly was not the 
God taught on the plantation, but something greater and more in the African American grain. 
Shift from Technique to Function 
 The cultural pedagogy of black gospel singing is inspired by African American sages, so 
they should be hired in earnest at institutions of higher learning. More gospel practitioners and 
leaders in the gospel industry should be hired to develop the coursework that bridges the gap 
between voice pedagogy and cultural responsiveness. They should be the guides in the journey 
of capturing black vernacular music. They, more than any, have forged the translated language of 
formal and vernacular study in voice and music. Still, this does not mean that non-African 
Americans cannot do it, but African Americans need to be allowed to lead the way. Far too many 
gospel singers and aspiring gospel singers have had to forge their own path in managing the 








Shift from Conservatory to Church 
More research needs to be done to describe the training in church many gospel 
professional experience and apply it to gospel and its style offshoots. Researchers must take the 
voice studio to the black church, not the other way around. Clinical voice research similar to that 
of Flynn et. al. (2020) should be done with gospel singers and longitudinal studies of children 
growing up in gospel should be explored. Abbott and Seroff offer a possible approach, but much 
of it is historical and more current analysis could be done while also exploring more styles within 
gospel. CCM Training models like the Somatic Voicework ®, Complete Voice Technique ®, 
and Speech Level Singing® do expand beyond more traditional and classical methods, but we 
can go further and even do research with those singing techniques within the gospel style 
training (Bartlett, 2014). Robinson-Martin’s (2021) Soul Ingredients® offers a way forward. 
However, the cultural practices that give rise to these skills should be more readily known and 
utilized. As we gather the broken pieces of this early curriculum and pedagogy in the black 
gospel idiom, we find shards, scraps, and broken pieces of a time of early learning shattered, or 
rather, organized by Western training. The instructional experiences include times of family 
devotions, lighthearted singing competitions between cousins, weekend and mid-week storefront 
church services, boisterous conversations over soul food, childhood choir solos, late night 
listening sessions to black vernacular sung and preached through radios, and the note bend of 
untuned pianos in damp church basements.  
Shift from Curriculum to Lived Experience 
It is non-traditional and does not follow set patterns that can necessarily be tracked along 
a curriculum nor successfully honed through a literary format. It must be lived through, breathed 






celebration arising from oppression. As Robinson-Martin notes in an interview with Forbes 
(2020), “producing sounds in this manner is not an experience their body knows…we might start 
by having them speak louder with authority and conviction (p. 275).” This is gospel pedagogy, 
and more of this learning experience should be what the pedagogy and curricula state. Students 
should be immersed in activities that closely mimic the African American church with some 
flexibility around how to use its more religious components. This is the context in which African 
Americans have taught one another for years. This is the vernacular voice of a people that can 
only be sung through a different set of vocal and musical experiences. Imagine a program in 
gospel music like this: voice lessons in quartets, harmonic singing and improvisation as part the 
pedagogy, declamation and movement as instructional activities, live gospel bands as 
accompanists for lessons, regular gospel jam sessions, and teachers who readily sing with you to 
both demonstrate and inspire innovation.     
As the broken pieces of this early curriculum and pedagogy of the black gospel idiom are 
gathered, it is undoubtedly clear that reflection and reimagining is in order to properly codify 
gospel singing in academia. It is not systematic, but synergistic. It is not formal, but formulaic 
and fundamental. It is not dogmatic, but highly accommodating. It meets the singer where they 
are and allows them to find their own “awareness” of the instrument and the experiences and 
impulses for proper gospel voice use (Forbes, 2020, p. 275). 
This is gospel pedagogy. Many of the current writers on gospel pedagogy take great pains 
to describe these practices, but do not take the step of considering the practices themselves as 
pedagogical. This is the present need. Gospel training should include collective improvisational 
training sessions and vamps with full gospel band, regular lessons with an accomplished 






and/or inspirational texts with an audience, regular visits to the African American church 
settings, and deep ethnomusicological explorations of gospel music history and practice. A chain 
can only be broken with broad sweeping and decisive strokes. Light taps in the direction of these 
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GOSPEL RESEARCH PILOT SURVEY 
“Spirit of Vocal Injury” 
Darryl A Jordan 
June 2016 
Teachers College Columbia University 
 
1.     How would you identify yourself? 
a.     Black/African American 
b.     Latino/Hispanic 
c.      White/Caucasian 
d.     Asian/Pacific Islander 
e.     Native American 
f.   Afro-Carribean 
 
2.     Where did you grow up in the US? 
a.     Northeast 
b.     Southeast 
c.      Midwest 
d.     Southwest 
e.     NorthWest 
f.   International 
 
3.     Where do you currently live in the US 
a.     Northeast 
b.     Southeast 
c.      Midwest 
d.     Southwest 
e.     NorthWest 
f.   International 
 
4.     What is your age bracket? 
a.     15-19 
b.     20-24 
c.      25-29 
d.     30-34 
e.     35-39 
f.      40-44 
g.     45-49 
h.     50-54 
i.       55-59 
j.       60-64 







5.     How would you classify your voice in a classical setting? 
a.  S, MS, A, T, BR, BS 
 
6.     How would you classify your voice in a gospel setting? 
a.  S, A, T, BR, BS 
 
7.     In what roles do you regularly use your voice in a church setting? 
a.     Singer(Choir) 
b.     Singer(PraiseTeam) 
c.      Singer(Worship Leader) 
d.     Choir/Praise Team/Musical Director 
e.     Preacher 
f.      Announcements/Welcome 
g.     Greeter 
h.     Missionary/Evangelist 
i.       Prayer Team 
j.       Receptionist 
k.  Musician 
 
8.     How many years have your participated in a choir/group voice ensemble? 
a.     1-2 
b.     3-5 
c.   6-8 
 
9.     Have you take private voice lessons? Yes or NO 
 
10. If you said yes, when did you take private voice lessons? 
a.     Music Teacher K-12 
b.     College/University 
c.   Private Voice Studio 
 
11. What kinds of things did you study in private voice lessons? 
a.     Breathing/Breath Support 
b.     Posture/Alignment 
c.      Vowel Shaping 
d.     Tone Production 
e.     Removal of muscular tension around the vocal mechanism 
f.      Registration 
g.     Belting Techniques 
h.     Classical Repertoire 
i.       Music Theater Repertoire 
j.       Spirituals 
k.     Jazz Repertoire 
l.       Pop/Commercial Music 







12. What type of music do you listen to? 
a.     Classical 
b.     Jazz 
c.      Traditional Gospel 
d.     Contemporary Gospel 
e.     R&B 
f.      Soul/NeoSoul 
g.     Funk 
h.     Rock and Roll 
i.       Alternative 
j.       Heavy Metal 
k.     Folk Music 
l.       Reggae/Dancehall/Soca 
m.   Afro-Pop 
n.     Traditional African Styles 
o.     Salsa/Merengue/Bomba 
p.     Reggaeton 
q.  Hip-Hop 
 
13. To what degree did you take music classes in these environments? 
a.     Grade School 
b.     High Schoool 
c.      Undergraduate College 
d.     Graduate School 
e.  Professional Life 
 
14. On average, how often do you use your voice to perform/minister each week? 
a.     Once a week or less 
b.     2-3/wk 
c.      4-6/wk 
d.     7-10/wk 
e.  10+/wk 
 
15. How often do you perform/minister contemporary gospel music? 
a.     Never 
b.     Rarely 
c.      Sometimes 
d.     Often 
e.     Always 
f.   Exclusively 
 
16. On average, how often do you use your voice to perform/minister contemporary gospel 
music each week? 
a.     Once a week or less 






c.      4-6/wk 
d.     7-10/wk 
e.     10+/wk 
 
17. How often have you experienced vocal tension when singing contemporary gospel? 
a.     Never 
b.     Rarely 
c.      Sometimes 
d.     Often 
e.     Always 
f.      Exclusively 
 
18. How often have you experienced vocal fatigue after sinigng contemporary gospel? 
a.     Never 
b.     Rarely 
c.      Sometimes 
d.     Often 
e.     Always 
f.      Exclusively 
 
19. In general, how often do you experience the following when you sing? 
a.     Raspiness 
b.     Hoarseness 
c.      Feelings of being heavily mucosal 
d.     Pain in making vocal sound 
e.     Difficult singing high notes 
f.      Breathy sound 
 
20. How often have you experienced the following after singing contemporary gospel? 
a.     Raspiness 
b.     Hoarseness 
c.      Feelings of being heavily mucosal 
d.     Pain in making vocal sound 
e.     Difficult singing high notes 
f.   Breathy sound 
 
21. Have you ever seen a doctor for a vocal injury/issues with your voice? YES or NO 
 
22. Have you ever experienced a vocal injury? YES or NO 
 
23. Was this injury diagnosed by a doctor? YES or NO 
 
24. Did this injury occur before or after you regularly sand contemporary gospel music? 
a.  Before or After 
 






a.     Nodes 
b.     Nodules 
c.      Polyps 
d.     Cysts 
e.     Laryngeal Ulcers 
f.      Muscular Tensive Disphonia 
g.     TMJ Inflamation 
h.     Hemmorhage 
 
26. Have you ever cancelled or postpone a performance/ministry opportunity because of vocal 
fatigue, issue, or injury? YES or NO 
 
27. How often have you cancelled or postponed a performance or ministry opportunity because 
of sickness? 
a.     Never 
b.     Rarely 
c.      Sometimes 
d.     Often 
e.     Always 
 
28. How often have you cancelled or postponed a performance or ministry opportunity because 
of vocal fatigue? 
a.     Never 
b.     Rarely 
c.      Sometimes 
d.     Often 
e.     Always 
 
29. How often have you cancelled or postponed a performance or ministry opportunity because 
of vocal injury? 
a.     Never 
b.     Rarely 
c.      Sometimes 
d.     Often 
e.     Always 
 
30. What changes if any, have you made to your singing of contemporary gospel music in order 
















Informed Consent and Participant’s Right Form 
 
Teachers College, Columbia University 
525 West 120th Street 
New York NY 10027 
212 678 3000 
INFORMED CONSENT 
Protocol Title: Break Every Chain: Unleashing the Cultural Pedagogy of Gospel Singing 
Interview and Observation Consent – Professional Gospel Singers 
Principal Investigator: Mr. Darryl Jordan, ME, Teachers College 
347-465-9797, daj2131@tc.columbia.edu 
INTRODUCTION 
You are being invited to participate in this research study called “Break Every Chain: Unleashing 
the Cultural Pedagogy of Gospel Singing.” You may qualify for this research because of your 
impact, experience, and/or longevity in the gospel recording industry. This may include having a 
considerable volume of solo voice work, experience teaching/coaching singing to gospel music 
industry professionals/semi-professionals, and/or your experience as a gospel vocal 
composer/arranger, gospel choir conducting experience, or your cross-cultural gospel 
background. If you are presently participating in another study, you can be part of this study. 
Approximately twenty people will participate in this study and it will take forty-five minutes of 
your time to complete. 
WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE? 
This study is being done to determine with up to 20 professional gospel singers, their perceptions 
of how they have developed and maintained a vibrant and successful gospel singing voice and 
what role, if any, formal voice training played in that development. 
WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO IF I AGREE TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? 
If you decide to participate, you will be interviewed by the principal investigator. During the 
interview, you will be asked to discuss your experience in developing and maintaining your 
gospel singing voice, your experience with formal/traditional voice training, your 
conceptualization of a healthy gospel singing voice, and the strategies you use to remain most 
vibrant as a gospel singer.  This interview will be audio-recorded. After the audio-recording is 
written down (transcribed) the audio-recording will be deleted. If you do not wish to be audio-
recorded, you will not be able to participate. The interview will take approximately forty-five 







Finally, you will be asked to video record a choral rehearsal and/or applied voice studio lesson. 
This will take place in your own studio or rehearsal space and last for the entirety of one lesson 
or choral rehearsal. 
 
WHAT POSSIBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART 
IN THIS STUDY? 
 
This is a minimal risk study, which means the harms or discomforts that you may experience are 
not greater than you would ordinarily encounter in daily life while taking routine physical or 
psychological examinations or tests. You do not have to answer any questions or divulge 
anything you don’t want to talk about. You can stop participating in the study at any time 
without penalty. The principal investigator is taking precautions to keep your information 
confidential and prevent anyone from discovering or guessing your identity, such as using a 
pseudonym instead of your name and keeping all information on a password protected computer 
and locked in a file drawer. 
 
WHAT POSSIBLE BENEFITS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS 
STUDY? 
 
There is no direct benefit to you for participating in this study. Participation may benefit the field 
of gospel music performance and education in better understanding how to prepare the 
successful gospel singer. 
 
WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY? 
You will not be paid to participate. There are no costs to you for taking part in this study. 
WHEN IS THE STUDY OVER? CAN I LEAVE THE STUDY BEFORE IT ENDS? 
The study is over when you have completed the interview and observation. However, you can 
leave the study at any time even if you haven’t finished. 
PROTECTION OF YOUR CONFIDENTIALITY 
The investigator will keep all written materials locked in a desk drawer in a locked office. Any 
electronic or digital information (including audio recordings) will be stored on a computer that is 
password protected. What is on the audio-recording will be written down and the audio-
recording will then be destroyed. There will be no record matching your real name with your 
pseudonym. Regulations require that research data be kept for at least three years. 
HOW WILL THE RESULTS BE USED? 
This study is being conducted as part of the dissertation of the principal investigator. 
CONSENT FOR AUDIO AND OR VIDEO RECORDING 
Audio recording and video recording is part of this research study. You can choose whether to 
give permission to be recorded. If you decide that you don’t wish to be recorded, you will not be 






______I give my consent to be recorded ____________________________________________ 
Signature 
 
______I do not consent to be recorded _____________________________________________ 
Signature 
 
WHO MAY VIEW MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY 
 
___I consent to allow written, video and/or audio taped materials viewed at an educational 
 
setting or at a conference outside of Teachers College _________________________________ 
Signature 
 
___I do not consent to allow written, video and/or audio taped materials viewed outside of 
Teachers  
 
College Columbia University _____________________________________________ 
Signature 
 
OPTIONAL CONSENT FOR FUTURE CONTACT 
 
The investigator may wish to contact you in the future. Please initial the appropriate statements 
to indicate whether or not you give permission for future contact. 
I give permission to be contacted in the future for research purposes: 
 
Yes ________________________   No_______________________ 
                      Initial                                          Initial 
I give permission to be contacted in the future for information relating to this study: 
 
Yes ________________________   No_______________________ 
                      Initial                               Initial 
 
WHO CAN ANSWER MY QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY? 
If you have any questions about taking part in this research study, you should contact the 
principal investigator, Mr. Darryl Jordan, at 347-465-9797 or at daj2131@tc.columbia.edu. 
If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you should 
contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) (the human research ethics committee) at 
212-678-4105 or email IRB@tc.edu. Or you can write to the IRB at Teachers College, 
Columbia University, 525 W. 120th Street, New York, NY 1002.  The IRB is the committee 













I have read and discussed the informed consent with the researcher. I have had ample 
opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks, and benefits regarding this 
research study. 
I understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or withdraw 
participation at any time without penalty. 
The researcher may withdraw me from the research at his or her professional discretion. 
If during the course of the study, significant new information that has been developed becomes 
available which may relate to my willingness to continue my participation, the investigator will 
provide this information to me. 
Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies me will not be 
voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except as specifically required by 
law. 
I should receive a copy of the Informed Consent document. 
 
My signature means that I agree to participate in this study 
 






































101 Winners Circle 
Brentwood, TN 37027 
  
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
  
It was a pleasure to speak with you briefly about, “Break Every Chain”: Unleashing the Cultural Pedagogy of 
Gospel Singing, my research into gospel music as a Doctoral candidate at Teachers College, Columbia University. 
Gospel singing is a vibrant, exciting, and relevant style that has influenced every major American style of music and 
my own journey as a gospel singer. However, despite its influence, little is known about how gospel singers develop 
and maintain vibrant singing voices. While some research has been done on gospel music as a cultural artifact 
(Heilbut, 1971; Boyer, 1978; Burnim, 1980; Reagon, 1992; Wise, 2000; Darden, 2004), far less has been done to 
explore how gospel singing is actually taught  and careers sustained (Arthur, 2004; Turner, 2009; Sellers, 2009; 
Robinson-Martin, 2010). In much of this research, the teaching of gospel music is explained from the perspective of 
traditional voice training and yet the pedagogical perspectives of the leading pioneers and performers of the industry 
remain largely silent. This study aims to remedy that by exploring, with up to 15 professional gospel singers, their 
perceptions of how they have developed and maintained a vibrant and successful gospel singing voice and what role, 
if any, formal voice training played in that development. We seek to answer: 
1.     How do gospel singers describe their experience in learning to sing gospel music? 
2.     To what extent is formal/classical training necessary in order to be a gospel singer? 
3.     How do gospel singers characterize a healthy gospel singing voice? 
4.     What activities do gospel singers engage in to maintain a vibrant gospel singing voice? 
 
To that end, I would love your help in identifying artists who are willing to be interviewed and/or observed in 
rehearsal for this important research. Pending Institutional Review Board approval, the F.D.A. sanctioned ethics 
board that reviews our research, we would like to include Artists’ unique perspectives and share those results 
publically through the final paper. Interviews will last about 30-45 min. in person, by phone, or online and are 





Doctoral Candidate, Teachers College 
 
POTENTIAL INDUSTRY CANDIDATES Criteria for Choice:   
• Recording impact and experience  
• Volume of solo voice work (alone or backed by choirs/praise teams) 
• Singing/Music pedagogy experience 
• Industry saturation/influence 
• Longevity in the industry 
• Choral direction/vocal arrangement experience 








“BREAK EVERY CHAIN” 
 UNLEASHING THE CULTURAL PEDAGOGY OF GOSPEL SINGING 
By Darryl A. Jordan 
New Research conducted under the supervision of  
Teachers College, Columbia University 
 
 

















30-45 minute Interview 
In person, by phone, or online 
Anytime June 2018-September 2018 











Sample Artist Interview Questions 
 
 
*The following is a template for the interview including opening demographic questions with 
personal narrative questions to follow. If interested, Artists are also invited to take part in the 
observation process where the principal investigator will observe them in rehearsal. 
 
1. What is your name? 
2. What is your age? 
3. How would you identify yourself?  
4. Where were you born and where did you grow up? 
5. In what region are you currently living? 
6. What voice part do you consider yourself to sing? 
7. How long have you been singing gospel music? 
8. In what church denomination did you primarily learn to sing gospel? 
9. How would you describe your occupation in the gospel industry? 
  
1.     How do gospel singers describe their experience in learning to sing gospel music? 
• Why did you fall in love with gospel music? 
• When and where did you learn to sing gospel music? 
• Who was the greatest influence on your gospel singing development? 
• What are the most important lessons you learned about gospel singing?  
• How did you learn to sing lessons/vocal stylings of gospel singing?  
2.     To what extent is formal/classical training necessary in order to be a gospel singer? 
• What does the phrase “formal voice training” mean to you? 
• Have you ever had “formal” or traditional voice training? Why or why not? 
• If so, when and where and for how long did you take this “formal” training? 
• Do gospel singers need formal voice training in order to successful gospel singers, why 
or why not? 
3.     How do gospel singers characterize a healthy gospel singing voice? 
• How would you describe the gospel voice sound? 
• How would you characterize a healthy gospel singing voice?  
• Have you ever experienced vocal issues/injury? What and why? 
4.     What activities do gospel singers engage in to maintain a vibrant gospel singing voice? 
• How would you describe the frequency of your voice use per week? What activities does 
this entail? 
• How would you describe the role of “the anointing” in gospel singing? 
• What are the most important things a gospel singer should do to maintain a vibrant gospel 
voice? 
• How would you describe your vocal range? How has it changed or developed since you 
began a career in gospel music? 
  
  
